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L'v1ultiage Education and Student Perceptions 
by 
Michel le Marie Barton 
A.ugust 20 1 0  
Abstract 
This thesis was designed to explore my growing curiosity about students'  perceptions 
of their  reading deve lopment within my tnultiage c lassroom.  I looked at tnultilevel 
reader' s theater groups to explore perceptions of reading development in multiage 
c lassrooms. This tnultiage grouping occurred twice a week for tive weeks. In order to 
answer this research question, I used interviews and observations. Some students 
were videotaped and others were in a group that I observed. My analysis led to 
themes and patterns pertaining to help;  specifically, the types of help, the ways in 
which o lder and younger students o tfer help, and how students construct standards 
and norms tor helping. I tound that students in my particular tnultiage c lassrootn have 
positive perceptions of their reading development regardless o f  reading abi l i ty or 
traditional  grade level. 
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Chapter l 
!ntroduct ion 
Demands for educational reforms  have haunted the c lassrooms and hal lways 
o f  schools  across America. C hanges in legis lation and requirements for students and 
teachers have prompted a reflection on current educational practices. The changes 
stretch beyond a need for instructional reform� structural improvements are required, 
too ( Heins,  Tichenor, Coggins, & Hutchinson, 2000) . Multiage education may answer 
the cal l of these reformers. 
Multiage c lassrooms have been in existence throughout the history of 
educat ion. The ""one room school house' ' was the ultimate non-graded classroom . 
There eventual l y  became enough students so that educators could teach groups of 
chi ldren around the same age. After that, a curriculum developed for each group and 
this phi losophy of education has remained in place for the vast majority of schools.  
We continue to instruct through a graded context (Kinsey, 200 1 ), curricu lum, and 
pedagogy. Students are now fail ing or accelerating through a construct, a curriculum,  
expectations, and assessments, which we bui l t .  As  teachers in a graded structure, we 
now have to worry about students meeting benchmarks or navigating through a 
certain grade level curriculum, regardless of what the child is actually  able to do . 
The recent prompts for educational reform indicate that this i s  not working; 
there must be another way to educate students in today ' s  school system. A look back 
at multiage education was needed. A vast body of research has developed to explore 
the academic and social benefits or disadvantages within a multiage classroom .  No 
clear trend has developed to indicate that multiage or graded classrooms are better for 
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students acaden1ical ly. Some tavor multiage education, some tl1vor a graded structure, 
and many are inconclusive ( Katz, Evangelou, & Hartman, 1 990). Although it is not 
clear as to which structure is better academical ly, research shows that multiage 
education has tnany inte llectuaL physical, dispositional,  social, and ernotional 
advantages over graded classroon1s ( McClel lan & Kinsey, 1 997) .  A large amount of 
quantitative research has examined the academic  and affective benetits or 
disadvantages of tnultiage classrooms in comparison to graded c lassrooms. The body 
of research has tried to identify which group of students can read tnore sight words 
better, who can read nonsense words better, and which group is better at standardized 
testing .  More recently, qualitative researchers have atten1pted to explore stakeholder's 
perceptions o f  the multiage c lassroOin versus a graded c lassroom, sti l l  trying to 
compare the two structures .  Even with this large body of research ,  when I examine 
the l i terature, a large gap glares out at tne; how do students see their reading 
development in a multiage classroom? 
Thi s research project grew out of my desire to explore how students see 
themselves as l iteracy learners in a multiage setting. Beyond this general purpose, I 
explored the fo l lowing research question: How do students perceive their  reading 
development within the context of a multiage c lassroom? 
As a teacher in a multiage setting, I needed to understand the students' 
perceived l iteracy development to better address their educational needs. A 
qualitative study highlighted these perceptions as wel l  as til led a void in  the current 
body of research (Kinsey, 200 l ). The findings informed my instruction, as wel l  as 
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provided insight to other educators who tnay be involved in a s imi lar situation. 
\Vithout this knowledge, rny dai ly i nteractions and instruction lacked the insight that I 
gained from this study. 
For the context of  my research,  the fol lowing definitions should be 
considered: 
l. A multiage c lassrootn is detined as a c lassroom in  which students 
of differing abi l i ties and ages, of at least tvvo years, are taught in 
the same classroom without division into grade level s  ( Ho ffman, 
2002). 
2. A perception is de tined as a student' s  view of  onese lf  as a 
developing reader. 
To explore the research question o f  the study, I used reader ' s  theater as a 
multiage grouping. Both reader' s theater and multiage education are grounded in  the 
principles of soc ial constructivism. Vygotsky' s theory of how students constntct 
knowledge plays an important role in both reader ' s  theater and multi age education. In 
reader 's  theater, students work together to construct meaning out of a written script. 
As for mult iage education, especial ly  tny classroom based on developmentall y  
appropriate instruction and inquiry, sociall y  constructed learning i s  essential . 
Vygotskts theory places the teacher in  a unique role of helping students through an 
active process of learning; he states that ''the teacher must be l ike the rails  on which 
trains travel freely and independently,  receiving from the rai l s  only the direction 
which to travel" (Vygotsky, 1 997, p. 48) .  In  multiage classrooms, the teacher cannot 
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teach students the smne curriculum, in  the same way, or at the same titne. I nstruction 
needs to be di fferentiated and appropriate for each individual student. As for the 
students, Vygotsky bel ieved that students deve lop through instruction and imitation; 
this i rnitation and instruction frorn a tnore capable other al lows students to rise to a 
new academic, soc ial ,  and en1otional leve l ( Vygotsky, 1 962).  With a classroom ful l  of 
o lder peers, younger students are granted an additional set of role models  to fol low 
and irnitate. Both reader's theater and mult i  age groupings al low students to work 
together and learn from eac h  other by al lowing many thoughtful and purpose tl.d 
interactions to create 1neaning with one another. 
In order to address students ' perceptions within our c lassrootn, I interviewed 
students prior to starting the research study and then observed during their  multiage 
reader"s theater groups. Quick additional fol low up interviews atter the reader 's  
theater groups occurred when it yielded tnore information about a student' s  
perception. My analysis was rooted in grounded theory and explored themes and 
patterns that emerged through the data collection process .  Exploring patterns and 
trends across all of the data col lection methods, as wel l  as across different students, 
al lowed for reliable results due to a triangulated data set. 
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Chapter 2 
Review (?lthe Literature 
To ful ly understand how students perceive themselves as readers in a multiage 
c lassroom, we must ti rst look at tnultiage education as an instructional n1ethod. 
Further, we wi l l  examine the i tnpact of  multi age education and student perceptions on 
academic and social l earning. 
Afultiage Education 
What is rnultiage? This was tny first thought as I embarked on my journey as 
a new teacher in a multiage school .  Most l iteral ly ,  multiage instruction refers to 
students of different ages and abi l ities being taught together without the con tines of a 
graded structure ( Hoffman, 2002). I n  my particular c lassroom, I have tive, six, seven, 
and eight year o lds. There are no •·first graders", '"second graders", and so on� rather, 
these larger groupings, referred to as primary or intermediate c lasses, represent a span 
of at least two traditional grade levels (Heins, Tichenor, Coggins, & Hutchingson, 
2000). This non-traditional c lassroom develops for many reasons. Over the course o f  
our educational history, tntlitiage c lassrooms have emerged in  response t o  a lack of  
funding and other resources, i nsutlicient number of  students at one grade level ,  and a 
response to school reform. My e lementary school chose a multiage approach because 
we believe in it; to us it's best practice and the most effective way to educate the 
whole child .  
For those for whom multi age education is a choice, the tenets o f  their 
philosophy inc lude developmentally appropriate instruction, chi ld  centered learning, 
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cooperative learni ng, and a f�lm i ly l i ke atmosphere .  This  approach to education rises 
out of the phi losophy that students do not progress at the exact same rate; this varying 
rate does not hode wel l  in the grade level structured curriculmn o f  our schools  ( Wei l ,  
1996) .  I nstruction in a n1ult iage c lassro01n does not revolve so le ly around a graded 
curriculum or grade level benchmarks or assessments. The chi ld becomes the core o f  
the educational process ( Aina, 200 1 ) . I nterests and developmental needs also come to 
. the forefront of instruction. Some grade spec i fic curriculum teaching may occur, but 
most instruction is taught across grade leve ls to di fferent ages and abi l i ties (Hoftlnan, 
2002). Thi s  is no easy task. Certain standard instructional practices arise as a staple 
to teach effectively in a multiage c lassroom. Collaboration, peer learning, smal l  group 
work, and t1ex ible group ing are common within a reperto ire of an etiective multiage 
teacher (I-Ioftman, 2002). These varying groupings of students within a multiage 
c lassroom al low for di fferent learning opportunities tor students and al low teachers to 
address the many different needs of students within an instructional day. Scaffolding 
instruction within the different groupings allows students to continue on the 
educational  path at thei r  own pace, with the expectation that they wi l l  eventua l ly 
achieve the goals they have not met yet. A multiage c lassroom, and thus the removal 
of the graded structural system to education, allows students to progress at their  own 
pace in a supportive, risk-tree, tami ly l i ke environment (Novick, 1 996). Multiage 
instruction takes into account the developmental needs of each student, not perceived 
abi l ities based on grade level expectations. 
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Impact on 5·/tudents · Academic and Social Learning in A4ultiage Classrooms 
A great deal o f  research has explored both the graded and multiage approach 
to education with the thought that one tnust be better. A few issues arise when 
attempting to do so. When comparing the two different groups, grade level or age is 
often used to compare the students in a multiage c lassroom and those in tradi tional 
graded rooms. This goes against the principles of multiage education and 
developmental ly appropriate practices. Another concern when evaluating and 
exp loring multiage c lassro01ns is the widely varied detinition of multiage instruction. 
Perhaps these inconsistencies, coupled with inconc lusive findings from the research 
attempting to identify the tnost effective approach, stem from no set detinition of 
multi age education ( Paradini, 2005). The age span encompasses anything over two 
years; the c lassrootn tnay be created by choice or out of economic circumstances, and 
s01netimes wil l  not even comprise an entire school ,  simply a school within a school . 
This very broad detinition would make it hard to compare multiage classrooms, let 
alone differing instructional programs. 
Not only are researchers working with a very loose and broad de tinition o f  
multiage c lassrooms, they are also looking at results given from differing 
standardized assessments. Historically, when exploring the benetits of either 
structure, standardized assessments have been the evaluation instrument of choice. 
These assessments provide only a snapshot of a group of children, and therefore an 
instructional program, at a certain time. More i rnportantly, these assessments 
typical ly  assess recal l  of words or a timed reading passage. We must look further; we 
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should be assessing students in an authentic reading task ( Fosco, Schleser, & Andal, 
:2004 ) . Also, the use of so many standard ized assessments i s  ineffective when trying 
to compare the two instructional programs. The Standt()fd Achievement Test, the 
Gates-MacGinit ie Reading Test, the Cal i fornia Achievetnent Test, and the Wide 
Range o f  Achievement Test 3 a l l  yield di fferent results at different times. There is no 
consi stency or rel iabi l i ty across the tneasures, so it is unc lear which one to bel ieve 
when there are no consistent trends across the body of research .  The fo l lowing section 
out l ines the i nconc lusive results of  the academic impact of multiage c lassrooms. 
When exploring the effectiveness of  multiage education, most of  the research 
in the past has consisted of  quantitative research comparing multiage and s ingle 
graded c lassrooms and programs. Overal l ,  the research suggests that students in a 
multiage c lassroom typical ly, although not conclusive ly, score better on standardized 
tests ( Brody, 1 970). A range of standardized assessments have been employed to 
assess the etiectiveness of this educational philosophy. I n  1 970, the assessment of  
choice was the  Stanford Achievement Test, showing h igher scores for the nongraded 
pupi l s  ( Brody). In 1 974, it was the Gates-MacGinitie Read ing Test, documenting no 
statistical s igni ficance between the two organizational philosophies to educati on 
( MacDonald & Wurster, 1 97 4 ), meaning mult iage instruction does not h inder or 
accelerate reading behaviors at the tirst grade level . Hopkins, O ldridge, and 
Wil l i amson ( 1 965) found that reading abil ity did not differ s ignificantly  after three 
years in  a multi age classroom through the Cali fornia Reading Test. Pratt' s  rev iew of  
the studies up  to  1 983 reveal that three studies favor the graded system to  education, 
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1 2  are inconc lusive, and l 0 favor multi age education when looking at academic 
achievement (as cited in Katz, Evangelou, & Hartman, 1 990). More recently, it has 
been f{Hmd that students in tnultiage c lassrooms develop higher cognitive level s  
be  tore their single graded counterparts as  shown on the Kaufman-Brief  I nte l l igence 
test. Within that smne study, the higher cognitive level did not ret1ect a higher level of  
reading abi l ity on the Wide Range of  Achievement Test 3 (Fosco, Schleser & Andal ,  
2004 ) .  There is no s ignificant trend in  the body of  research to indicate whether a 
mul tiage or a graded approach to education is n1ore beneficial to reading 
deve lopment. 
Luckily,  multiage instruction stretches far beyond the academic development 
of students and researchers can exp lore other domains in education. Particular ly, this 
innovative approach fosters developtnent in intel lectual ,  physical ,  dispositiona l ,  
social. and emotional domains ( McClel lan & Kinsey, 1 997). These ""hidden" aspects 
to education prove to favor a non-graded structure to education. So n1uch of 
educational achievement is l inked to the emotions and attitudes related to education  
that i t  i s  often j ust a s  important. Embarking on  an  individual ized pace to  education 
al lows students to be exempt from social and emotional harm when they do not meet 
grade level expectations (Novick, 1 996). Students gain confidence through obtaining 
individualized goals, no longer tee l ing embarrassed if they tai l  a test or do not read on 
grade leve l .  
Every student has the opportunity to fee l  l ike the expert in some regard over 
his or her t ime in a multiage c lassroom. Thi s  feeling can be enhanced through peer 
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interactions and various groupings. "" I f  learning tasks invo lve chi ldren working 
together instead of i ndividual ly or competitive ly, thtitful co l laboration between 
"novices'' and '"experts" can occur" (Katz, Evangelou, & I [artman, 1 990, p. A 1 ). I n  
most cases, the o ldest students wi l l  at some point take on the role as the expert o r  the 
leader within these interactions .  A decreased stress level may be an outcome of  
working with younger peers i n  an area i n  which they are behind their same aged peers 
( Katz, Evangelou, & Hartman, 1 990) .  Being the oldest student in the c lassroom also 
al lows for a leadership ro le to develop. Chi ldren can benefit from this newfound ro le 
within a tnultiage c lassroom. Helping another person can deepen the understanding of 
the person in  the teaching ro le (Novick, 1 996) and lead to higher sel f  esteem. 
Students i ndicate h igher levels of  sel f  coniidence, maturity, and responsibi l ity (A ina, 
200 1 ) �  which perhaps is attributed to the learning techniques and groupings within the 
classroom. 
The bene tits outside of acadetnic achievement do not stop there. Since 
students are with the same teacher for at least two years, students create deeper 
relationships with peers and the teacher, as wel l  as become extremely fami liar with 
the expectations of the c lassroom ( Novick, 1 996). The comfort with the teacher and 
classroom transfers year to year; time is not wasted getting to know each  other at the 
beginning of each year (Aina, 200 1 ). lt's no wonder that the greatest levels  of 
ach ievement come from the students who stayed in a multiage education the longest. 
Students in the second year of a multiage program mark larger differences on the 
Stanford Achievement Test than those in their tirst year when compared to the graded 
1 1  
groups ( Brody, 1 970). The positive re lationships expand beyond the student-teacher 
re lationship .  Chi ldren in a multiage prognun have been found to possess n1ore pro­
social behaviors, specifical ly having re lationships grounded in friendship, a higher 
acceptance of peers, and being less aggressive than the ir  graded counterparts 
( McCle l lan & Kinsey, 1 997). Social con1petence is heightened through peer and 
teacher ro l e  tnodels .  Additionall y, parent-teacher relationships are stronger (Klostad 
& McFadden, 1998). The various stakeholders involved in a chi ld' s education benefit  
by stronger relationships when participating in a tnultiage program. Al l  of these 
positive relationships stetn from the sense of continuity that comes from the same 
teacher, parents, and students interacting year after year (Klostad & M cFadden, 
1 998). A l l  of these "hidden" aspects to academic success greatly  favor multiage 
education. 
Perceptions 
There is a new body of developing research that exp lores the perception of the 
individuals involved in education. It has been shown that student perceptions have a 
great impact on the social and emotional aspects of education. We also know that the 
feel ings and emotions surrounding learning and the educat ional process influences 
academic achievement. Aina (200 1 )  investigates student, teacher, and parent 
perceptions in one of her studies. She highl ights the benefits of the multi age program 
through parent and student comments;  specificall y  how the gains in the social and 
emotional domains reveal greater development in academic achievement (A ina, 
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200 I). This changed out look on research has put the ch i ld back in  the center o f  
education. 
!\great deal of recent research has explored student perceptions as rel ated to 
academic achievement, especial ly  in the area of reading development. Researchers 
have f"(nmd a l ink between a chi ld's perceptions and attitudes towards reading. For 
instance, students who have posit ive perceptions of  themselves as a reader often 
reHect tnore positive attitudes towards the reading process and reading activit ies; this 
positive out look towards reading leads to reading tnore frequently and for a longer 
period of time ( Hogsten & Peregoy, 1 999). Although there is  no direct correlation 
between perceptions and reading level ,  we can conclude that students who read more 
often and tor a longer period of ti tne become stronger readers. I t  tnakes sense, the 
more you read, the better you get at it. If you view yourself as a poor reader, you wi l l  
be less motivated to read, and therefore read less frequently and develop fewer 
reading skills (Hogsten & Peregoy, 1999). This int1uences not only one ' s  perceptions 
as a reader, but also actual reading abi l i ties (Matthews & Kesner, 2003) .  This is a 
self-fulfi l ling prophesy in t hat struggling readers continue to struggle.  
I became curious about the perceptions of students in  my c lassroom; if 
perceptions p lay such an important role in academic and emotional development, then 
I want to know how perceptions develop and change with in  my c lassroom. Most 
generally, perceptions are developed through interactions with others; teachers, 
parents, and other students p lay a significant role in shaping and developing 
perceptions within the c lassroom (Matthe\vs & Kesner, 2003 ). The reading 
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experiences within my classroom attempt to inc lude al l students, but also allow for 
individualized or stnal l  group instruction. S tudents are constantly interacting with 
other students in l i teracy centers during reader' s workshop. These interactions 
invo lving l i teracy lead students to deve lop certain perceptions about their capabi l ities 
as readers and writers ( Matthews & Kesner, 2003 ) .  These deve loping perceptions are 
impacted in two main ways. Students develop self perceptions about reading based on 
partic ipation and performance in reading and reading related tasks ( Hogsten & 
Peregoy, 1 999) .  There fore, a student' s  partici pation, or nonparticipation, in a group 
can positively or negatively itnpact a student' s perceptions of his or herself as a 
reader. In  tny tnultiage c lassroom, some of  my younger friends are j ust not 
developmental ly ready to participate in the same reading tasks as some of my older 
friends nor are they capable of producing the same level of  quality as my older 
friends. To n1e, that i s  what multiage education is all about- students participating and 
engaging as readers' at their developmental level. But to the students, perhaps the 
wide range of abi lities within a tnult iage setting only intensify students' perceptions 
of themselves as readers, and therefore their reading development as wel l .  
The lack  of decisive, consistent tlndings from quantitati ve research on 
academic achievement ( MacDonald & Wurster, 1 974) has prompted me to explore a 
qualitative study to generate new findings on students' perception of their reading 
development within a multiage classroom. 
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Chapter 3 
Afethod\' 
The tnethodology described in this chapter is designed to explore students' 
perceptions within tny multiage c lassroom. My students often stil l refer to themselves 
by grade leve l and are cont inually exploring this notion of a traditional graded 
systetn .  Their comtnents, questions, and general interactions had left n1e wondering 
how students perceive themselves in thi s  mult iage context. The use of interviews and 
observations proved to be the most effective tnethod of col lecting data to help answer 
the research question of this study-
How do students in a tnultiage classromn perceive their reading developtnent 
within the context of a mult iage classroom? 
Participant Selection and Research Environment 
The setting for this research study took place in my c lassroom. The 
elementary school is a part of a suburban district in western New York. The district 
educates 4,500 enro l led students through i ts h igh school ,  middle schooL and t hree 
elementary school programs (New York State Report Card, 2008). In my parti cular 
school ,  we accommodate the learning needs of  over 400 students . In addit ion to being 
the smallest elementary school in the d istrict, we have many other uni que 
characteristics. Being a school of choice, parents apply to send their child to the 
school  and acceptance is based on a lottery system. Acceptance into the school i s  
l imi ted to  only 60  students per tradit ional grade level .  This part icular elementary 
school i s  an approved International Baccalaureate school and prides i tself on an 
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inquiry approach. Hands-on, inquiry based instruction is the basis for al l subject 
areas, but drives our science and socia l  studies curriculum. !\ balanced l i teracy 
approach through the use o f  wri ter's workshop and reader's workshop, n1ath 
workshop, Spanish instruction, and fine arts instruction round out the academic day. 
The school has been 1nultiage since its creation in 1 994 and was designed to 
mimic real world l i fe and work experiences. As a part o f  a recent restructuring, the 
k indergarten c lassrooms becmne single graded units� the rest are broken into primary, 
elementary, and intermediate c lasses consisting of two grade levels .  A kindergarten 
through sixth grade fmni ly  l ike unit is maintained throughout three hallways and cross 
grade level interactions are a weekly occurrence.  The educators in our school truly 
believe that multiage education is the best way to educate the diverse range o f  
learners i n  our school .  This range inc ludes 5o/o o f  the student population receiving 
special education services and 1 6% qualifying t()r free and reduced lunch .  As tor 
ethnic diversity, 94o/o of the population is white� 2<Yo are of  African-American 
descent; 2<Yo of Hispanic or Latino descent; and 2o/o of Asian, native Hawaiian, or 
other Pacitic Is lander descent (New York State Report Card, 2008). My c lassroom 
retlects the same diverse range of learners as the school .  
As  tor the c lassroom, the c lass maintains a lower c lass size through the C lass 
Size Reduction program. Fourteen students interact with me in our c lassroom on a 
dai ly  basis. Additional push in  and pull out academic intervention support is provided 
through reading speciali sts, math speciali sts, and special education support. The c lass 
consists of fourteen students ;  eight females and six males. S ince the c lassroom is  
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multiage, the range of  ages spans three years and two grade leve l s. Students in the 
target c lassroom range frotn tive to eight years o ld. There was one tive year o ld, tive 
six year o lds, six seven year o lds, and one eight year old in my c lassroom at the start 
of the 2009 through 20 1 0  school year. 
Although the students only span two traditional grade levels, their 
deve lopn1ental readi ng levels extend over tive grade levels ,  ranging from a 
Devcloptnental Reading Assesstnent score of level 2 to level 40. With that being said, 
most reading instruction occurs through who le group strategy instruction and more 
ind ividual ized small group guided reading instruction. Addi tional reading instruct ion 
is provided through the balanced l i teracy framework. Other multiage groupings are 
used throughout the day, especia l ly  during our inquiry time. 
I asked tny fourteen students to participate in the study. Prior to the start of the 
study, each t�uni ly  received a letter out l ining the research study, what their chi ld 
would be specifically participating in, and how their child's confidentiality would be 
maintained. [n addition to the letter, the parent or guardian was asked to sign a 
consent form, indicating their approval of their chi ld 's  participation in  the study. 
Those students who received parental consent were read a description of the study, 
along with what wi l l  be expected of them if they chose to participate in the study. To 
show assent,  each ch i ld  wil l ing to participate wrote his or her name and date on t he 
assent form. 
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Instructional 1\1/ethods.fhr Stzu(v 
For the purpose of  this study, I looked at reader ' s  theater as a Inttltiage 
grouping. Reader's theater is only one instructional method that pron1otes effective 
and efticient reading strategies .  I n  reader' s  theater,  students read a text and can use 
only their voice to convey the meaning of the text; no props, acting, costumes, or 
scenery are used to help  enhance meaning as in typical dramatic productions ( Young 
& Rasinski ,  2009). A l l  that is needed for reader' s  theater is the script and people in 
order to perform .  Therefore, students tnust use tluent and expressive reading to he lp  
the audience construct meaning (Moran, 2006). The ultimate goal is that students wil l  
be ab le to read the script j ust as natural ly  and effort lessly as a conversation ( Young & 
Rasinski , 2009). In order for tluent and expressive reading to occur, tnany repeated 
readings are necessary. 1\!Iodeled readings and mini-lessons on the three components 
oftluency- accuracy, automaticity, and prosody, are also necessary. The three 
components of t1uency are described as follows: accuracy is the ability to read the 
words correctly, automaticity is the abi l i ty to read the words effortlessly  or with  l ittl e  
to no problem solving, and prosody i s  the abi li ty to read a text with expression and 
phrasing given the pragmatic context of the text (Young & Rasinski, 2009). Paying 
attention to these aspects of tluency has many potential benefits for students. F irst, 
some research has found that students with strong oral reading fluency tend to have 
stronger reading comprehension when reading si lently and vice versa ( Young & 
Rasinski, 2009). F luency does not automaticall y  lead to cmnprehension; however, the 
two aspects of reading appear to be related. Additionally, reader' s theater has s hown 
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to have a motivating and posit ive effect on reluctant readers (Moran, 2006). Working 
with reader's theater scri pts to improve tluency, especial ly within the context of  a 
balanced l i teracy framework, provides students with a ric h  learning experience, both 
within the acadetnic and affective domains of  education. 
When rellecting on our dai ly c lassroom routines, reader ' s  theater instantly  
jumped out a s  a time when students of  di fferent ages and abi l i ties were exp loring the 
real tn of reading together. Both multi age instruction and reader ' s theater share 
common, basic principles that a llow the two approaches to instruction to coincide 
within in my classroom. The tirst is that both multiage instruction and reader' s  theater 
are designed to 1neet the diverse range of learners' needs that we encounter in our 
c lassrooms. S tudents can participate in reader' s theater groups regardless of their 
reading level or age. Best of all, students can participate with other students who may 
not be the same age or leve l .  Reader' s theater scripts can be adapted to meet the 
individual needs of each student, but stil l  allow for equal opportunities for success 
within the group (Moran, 2006) . Allowing all students to succeed within the same 
iearning environment increases confidence among all students in the group (Clark, 
tvforrison, & Wilcox, 2009). The use of reader' s  theater as a multi age grouping allows 
tny students to interact with students of other ages and abilities. 
The other basic principle that both multi age instruction and reader' s  theater 
have in  common is appealing to the interests of each student. Both reader' s theater 
and multiage instruction can be used to address certain curricular content, but they 
can also be used to appeal to the interests of the students invo lved. Helping students 
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explore the world of  l iteracy through their prior knowledge, ski l l  level ,  and interest 
increases n1otivation for learning. This  can be powerful when working with reluctant 
readers (Moran, 2006) . Beyond appeal ing to the topic or interest of the students, 
reader' s theater can explore a wide variety of genres. Excerpts or whole letters, 
poems, tal l tales, fairytales, stories, or even student created stories can be used 
(Moran, 2006). Varying genres can appeal to student interests as wel l .  
To address the original research question of  this  project, we used reader' s 
theater, as a multiage grouping, to explore students' perceptions of their reading 
development. G rouping students of different grade levels  and abi l ities within a 
reader ' s  theater group, along with the other data col lection methods, yie lded insight 
into each  chi ld ' s perceptions of her or his reading development within the tnultiage 
c lassroom. 
Data Collection 
Observations and interviews were the two methods of data collection to 
address the research question of the study. At the beginning o f  the study, each 
participating student \Vas interviewed individual ly. The questions, some created by 
me and some adapted from Kidwatching: Documenting Children 's LitenZLy 
Development (Goodman & Owocki, 2002), explored each child ' s  perceptions of her 
or his reading Jeveloprnent in our rnultiage dassroorn (see Appendix A). A.s a serni­
structured interview, follow up questions accompanied the following tive questions: 
1 .  Who is a good reader that you know? 
2 .  What makes him o r  her a good reader? 
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3. How could you help someone having trouble read ing? 
4. I f  you were having trouble reading, whom would you go to for help i n  our 
classroorn? Why? 
5 .  Pretend you are talking t o  a kindergartner i n  our school .  How would you 
describe to a k indergarten friend what reading is l ike in our c lassroom? 
The interviews took place in our c lassroom during reader's workshop. The student 
and I sat next to each other at our guided reading table so that it tel t  more l ike a 
conversation. Each interview was audio taped and then sections were transcribed for 
further analysis .  
Throughout the study, observation of the multi level reader' s  theater groups 
further i l l uminated student perceptions. The group' s  interactions were recorded 
through the use of a video camera. [ videotaped each  time we part ic ipated in our 
reader's theater script .  We practiced our script two t imes a week i n  the afternoons. [ 
was able to record one group each time. Sections of the recordings were transcribed 
for further analysis. I recorded my observations i n  tield notes through the use of a two 
co lumn journal . The left side housed observat ions, whi le the right side was used to 
record thoughts and questions about my observations. 
In  addit ion, quick, informal interv iews sometimes tol l  owed the reader's 
theater groups to clarify the observations I made. These particular students were 
pul led aside right after the experience to have a quick conversation about the 
experiences that day. I used these i nterviews to shed l i ght on the actions, choices, 
dialogue, and behaviors that I observed during the reader' s theater groups, as related 
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to perceptions of reading deve lopment within the classroon1. Questions included, 
what happened today, how did you feel, how did you help, and who did you go to for 
he lp. Between these two data col lection methods, certain behaviors and interactions 
l i ke types of help and how help was o ftered helped answer my research question o f  
how students perceive their reading developn1ent in my  multiage c lassroom. 
This triangulated data set was developed to explore student perceptions o f  
reading developtnent in  the context o f  a multiage c lassroom. The multiple data 
co l lection methods and length of the study aided in demonstrating this study as a 
val i d  and rel iable teacher-action research study. Data col lection spanned tive weeks. 
The original interview began the study with observat ions and fol low up interviews 
occurring over the ti ve weeks. 
As mentioned, each student' s  confidentiali ty was maintained throughout the 
data col lection and analysi s  process. To ensure confidential i ty, each student received 
a pseudonytn that was used in place of the child 's  actual name. When collecting data, 
only the pseudonym was recorded. On comp letion of the study, the data co l lected 
frotn the study was shredded. 
Data Analysis 
The data analysis process started with data co l lection; tneaning the ear ly 
analysis drove future data col lection. The analysis  was rooted in  grounded theory. I 
explored the data to uncover patterns and themes from the data col lected, and 
developed init ial  codes based on those patterns and themes. To do th is  I tirst coded 
my observations and then transcribed interviews based on the behaviors and 
i nteract ions that I was observing and attempting to clari fy. l was looking for aspects 
of the data that fit  my ini t ial codes as wel l  as those that did not. As a systematic 
th inker, indexing my data codes and using out l ines was extremely helpfu l  to continue 
analyzing the data set . 
Init ial coding started with each individual data co l lection method with each 
individual chi ld. These patterns and thetnes were used to better understand s tudents '  
perceptions o f  their reading development f()f each  chi ld through the different types of  
data co l lected. However, individual analysis o f  the observations, interviews, and 
possible student work were not sufficient; [ discovered themes and patterns t hat cut 
across the different measures. A careful look tor patterns and themes across students, 
part icular ly at a certain grade level or reading leveL helped triangulate the data set 
further. Data analysis was completed when themes and patterns no l onger emerge. 
Limitations 
The purpose of the study is to explore perceptions within a tnulti age 
c lassroom;  therefore, the results are l imi ted to my multiage c lassrooms. Further, the 
results are only an indicator of the perceptions of my students at this particul ar t ime. 
Other research w i l l  need to explore other multi age classrooms at other t imes in order 
to exp lore larger themes that start to transcend the larger body of research .  
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Chapter #.f.: 
Findings 
Gus is reading his lines as Thomas Edison regarding the 
invention (?lthe electric light bulb. " fVe need to .find a 
conduster . . .  " 
A my interrupts and corrects him, "A conductor! " 
Gus continues, laughing at his mistake. " . . .  find a 
conductorfhr the light . . .  fhr the bulb . . .  .fbr our bulb. It must glow 
with light. but not burn up. · ·  
" Right! " l'viark read.;; enthusiastically, i n  the role ql 
EdLs·on 's assistant. 
Gu.'-1· corrects Mark's reading of the word 'right ·. "No. 
you 're supposed to read it like right . . .  " Gus makes a confitsed look 
to match his reading qfthe word. All qfthe student,s' are .fl ipping 
the pages qfthe script to get on the next page. 
" Edison! '' A my calls outfor Gus to read his next line, hut 
Gus is not on the page yet. 
" Oh, " Gus replies as he hurries to get to the right .�pot. He 
start.s· and the group continues on reading the script on Thomas 
Edi:·wn and the invention (�fthe electric light bulb. 
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Thi s  vignette is only a g l itnpse into my experiences over the tive week study. 
The purpose of this study was to explore student ' s  perceptions wi th in tny classrootn. 
Thirteen o f  tny fourteen ti rst and second grade age students participated in the tive 
week study. The research question that drove th is  study was: 
How do students in a tnultiage classroom perceive their  reading 
developn1ent within the context of a n1ultiage c lassroom? 
I collected data through interviews and observations over ten sess ions o f  
reader 's  theater groups .  Data analys is  yielded different thoughts and ideas . Watching 
the groups and again l istening to the interviews al lowed me develop thetnes by 
making connections between data sets, students, and reoccurring behaviors .  The rest 
of this chapter shares these themes and connections. 
Not only did the thirteen students who parti cipated in  n1y study help n1e delve 
into perceptions of reading development within tny classroom, they also he lped me 
develop an increased understanding of the culture of our learning community with in  
our tnultiage c lassroom. Although I saw students talking about and helping with 
l iteracy behaviors, i t  became hard for me to separate out the l iteracy aspect of the task 
frotn the culture of our c lassroom as a whoie. I-Iow each student perceives h im or 
herself as a reader is only scratching the surface; through thi s  research I was able to 
see how each child perceived him or herself  as a learner and as a teacher in our 
classroom. The fol lowing sections outli ne my interpretations of the data col lected i n  
tny multiage classroom; not only wi l l  you see how students perceive their  reading 
development, but ,  more broadly, their perceptions  of our  learning communi ty .  
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I started to investigate th is notion of  students' perceptions of then1selves as 
both learners and teachers within our c lassroom after analyzing the data fron1 thi s 
study. The ro le of  learner and teacher becan1e very apparent after looking at the 
manner in wh ich students gave, accepted, and used help. The interviews part icularly 
focused on how students could help others with reading and whom they would go to 
for help with in  our c lassroon1. The observations of  the reader 's  theater groups 
al lowed me to see how students gave and received help within the actual learning 
cornmunity. These two re lated, but very distinct data sets, yie lded interesting results. 
After analyzing the two data sets, I have developed t()ur main  themes. F i rst, a look 
into what types of  help occurred throughout the study wi l l  help us better understand 
perceptions o f  reading development and of our learning community. Second, I wi l l  go 
a step further and consider the di fferences in the ways that help is being offered. The 
t hi rd section wi l l  look at the routines, behaviors, and expectations that have 
developed fron1 our learning community.  Finaliy, I will reflect on students who may 
not have had some of the social ly  constructed experiences pertaining to otTering and 
receiving help  and how they interact within the group. 
Types qj'!-Ielp 
The opening vignette highlights the wide range of  helping behavior observed 
over the course of the tive week study. Not only did all of my students believe that 
they could help another friend in  the c lass, I was actually  able to see each of my 
students help within the reader's theater groups; older friends and younger friends 
alike. I saw o lder and younger friends offering and receiving help. There were no 
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boundaries, in  terms o f  age or  grade, on who could offer help .  Instead, the range of 
help re tlects the d iverse reading behaviors and abi l i ties that are present withi n our 
learning community. The students ' responses to the interview question on how they 
could help a fri end with reading were c lose ly  tied to the reading behaviors that they 
have under control .  For exarnple, Jake, a younger friend who was in the lowest 
reading group, responded that he would ask the person if they needed hel p  and then 
help  them look through the word. Th is  reading behavior was a strategy that we were 
working on in guided reading when decod ing an unknown word. On the opposite end 
of the spectnun, Amy, the highest reader in the c lass and an older friend, responded 
that she would he lp  them sound out a word, tind a resource in the c lassroom, or tel l  
them if she knows the word i n  order to hel p  a peer tigure out a word. This i s  fitting 
because she otten doesn' t need help  decoding words. She has excel lent word solving 
ski l ls and is often unaware of the strategies she is  implementing to solve words. Even 
rnore so, the type of help  i s  reflective of the reading behaviors that the person offering 
hel p  possesses, as wel l  as the person receiving help.  It 's as if  the students took into 
account the purpose of the reader' s  theater group and the needs and abi l ities of the 
members in the group to determine what type of support or help  was needed. Ail of 
the help  with reading aspects of the task related to creating and making meaning of 
the l ines and the script  as a whole, but also paralleled what the reader was abl e  to do. 
The help that students ofiered pertained to navigating the text, reading words or 
phrases, monitoring and correcting, and 1naintaining the task of practicing the 
reader' s theater script. This broad spectrum of helping behavior is highlighted below. 
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1/e/p Navigating the Text 
Al l  students at sotne po int o ffered and rece ived hel p  relating to navigat ing the 
script during reader's theater. [n every group smneone needed help finding the right 
page, turning the paper the ri ght way, or finding the right spot on the page. The 
behaviors, related to Concepts about Print (Clay, 1 993) ,  are some of the n1ost basic 
understandings of the reading process. My students have demonstrated these reading 
ski ll s in guided reading and in other reading s ituat ions when reading traditional text. 
Our reader' s  theaters groups were a l i tt le di fferent than these traditional reading 
situations due to the script being in a packet totmat and the alternating l ines of each 
character. This posed new probletns to all of the students at smne point. The students 
were able to draw on their  prior knowledge about concepts of print with a traditional 
text in order to so lve these new problems with the reader' s theater scripts. Students 
were able to use this prior knowledge to hel p  themselves and others navigate the text .  
The following two excerpts demonstrate how even the tnost struggling and the most 
proticient readers in my classroom offered and received help  navigating the text .  
"But we  are flwe don 't_jind the right conductor, the 
h ulh wili keep ... "Ray reads·. playing the role qf'one (?l 
Thomas Edison 's assistants. 
"Suddenly, there is a loud sound in Edison's lab. Pop, 
pop, pop, pop, pop!" Amy reads the narrator's part. The 
script continues on the next page of the packet, and everyone 
starts toflip the page of the :·;cripts. Everyone is able to turn 
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!he page correctly, but in the process Lorie loses her spot. 
5/he looks through the packet with a hewildered look frying to 
jind A my 's last line. 
Ray continues on w ith his line. " Bursting ! " fVhile 
e veryone continues. Sally notices Lorie is not on the right 
page. Sally checks her page and looks a}?ain at Lorie 's .'>·cript. 
5,'he puts her script up in the air in front (�lLorie and points 
lo the right spot on the page, showing Lorie what the page 
should look like. Lorie then find'} her place. 
Here, Sal ly, a younger ti·iend who is struggling with reading, was abl e  to he lp  
another ti·iend navigate the script and find the right page and the right spot. Even 
though Sally is one of the lowest readers in the c lassroom, this type of help does not 
exceed her capacities as a reader or as a group member. She knew that she could he lp 
Lorie with her struggle, so she did. It did not matter that she was not an older friend 
or a better reader than Lorie; it only mattered that she could help .  
l ine .  
This  next vignette shows Amy needing help  tinding her spot and starting her 
"'lmy was nodding her head up and down with her 
/Juanbs up in the air. She was acting out Jake 's line (�l "lvfrs·. 
Cook nodded yes and gave a thumbs up. " 
Amy, since she ·was playing around and not looking at 
her script, fclils to start her line. 
29 
" A1rs. Cook. . .  " .Jamie prompts. pointing to the line 
and showing Atny where she should he on the page. 
" I  know what to dol "  , Jmy, clearly embarrassed, 
grahs her paper and yells at .Jamie. She continue/-/ on with the 
script. " TYhat animal has a very long neck? " 
Thi s  excerpt i s  itnportant because Atny is an o lder friend and the highest 
reader in the c lass, and has been ever s ince she came into our c lassroom in the 
February o f  her tirst grade year. As the h ighest reader, and student in general, she has 
been able to function independently in our c lassroom. Amy rarely needs he lp within 
our c lassroom. This interaction with Jamie  was one o f  the few instances where Amy 
needed help.  I t  h ighl ights two major points. F irst, Amy became extremely defensive 
and agitated when Jmn ie o ffered her help.  Amy is not used to this interaction. S he 
otten becomes frustrated when she i s  not right or when someone knows sotneth ing 
she does not. L wil l  explore this notion further later on in this chapter. The second 
main point frmn Jamie and Amy' s  interaction is that everyone needs help !  Even the 
most proJicient reader in the c lassroom needed help to navigate the text. It shows that 
aH fourteen students are teachers and learners within the classroorn. 
S ince al l of the students have control over these behaviors of helping tind the 
right spot or page, i t  is not surpris ing that all of  the students were able to otTer and 
receive help  pertaining to nav igating the text regardless of age, grade, or reading 
level .  Everyone had the advantage of offering and receiving help  within the reader' s  
theater group in  terms o f  navigating the text. I n  the other types o f  help that we 
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ex p lore� this wi l l  not be the case. The amount o f  students who are able to offer he lp  
starts to  decrease, as  wel l  as  those that are able to  receive the he lp  decreases also. 
I felp Solving a fVord, Phrase, or Line 
fn add ition to help ing others in the group navigate the text, he lp  decoding 
words, phrases. or l i nes was the most common type of help o f ered. Most students 
asked, either verbal ly or non-verbal ly, t{)r this type of help .  Each and every student 
needed help  decoding a word, phrase, or l ine. Example after example arose in each 
reader' s theater group where one student helped another decode the script .  The scripts 
were chosen to re t1ect each ch i ld's independent reading leve l ,  so that thei r  l i nes 
wou ld not be too hard to read. With this being said, al l  of the scripts had a large 
amount of science or social studies content, unfami l iar phrases, or new punctuation to 
he lp  with transi tions and hel p  create meaning. The students in the group rel ied on 
each other to help  work through these new struggles, typical ly with students o fferi ng 
and receiving help decoding within the san1e session. The amount of help needed 
decreased as the ch i ld ' s reading level i ncreased, with the higher readers needing hel p, 
but not as often. The opposite of this was true, as wel l .  Jake and Sal ly  were the only 
two students to not help another student with decoding the script .  Perhaps, this i s  
because of thei r  reading abi l i t ies or  their  need to  focus so tnuch attention on decoding 
the ir  own l i nes .  A lso students who had different l i nes had harder parts with rnore 
difticul t  words, phrases, and l i nes, therefore making i t  even harder for Jake and Sal ly  
to he lp .  The other students were able to  otTer he lp  decoding the scrip t  to  another 
member of the group and everyone needed help decoding at some point. The way 
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they asked t()r help  varied great ly .  Here is an exarnple where he lp can be asked tor 
without even speaking. 
Sally reads her line as a reporter interviewing Thomas 
E'dison. " 111ith glass . . .  " Sue pauses.fhr a jew secoful\' . 
. .  Bulbs. " .� t llison whispers. 
Sue continues on. .. hulbs using electricity. 
" Indeed! " Gus replies as Thomas Edison. The group 
continues on. 
Here Sa l ly  ' asks '  for he lp  by just  wai ting. S he pauses for quite a whi le  and 
s ignals to the group that she needs help  solving a word. A l li son o ffers help ;  Sal ly 
repeats the word and tinishes her l ine. Sal ly' s long pause s ignal s  she needs help. S he 
was able  to understand the help being o tfered because she repeats the word and 
continues on  wi th l ine. 
In thi s  next example,  Allison asks tor help by nudging Kiln. She did this to 
signal tor help .  
/Ulison starts reading her line, pretending to b e  a child who 
has traveled hack in time to meet the vVright Brothers. "How good is 
your . . .  " Allison stops reading. She turns her body and paper toward 
Kim. Allison elbows her to get Kim 's attention. Allison 's hand is 
pointing to her place in the script. 
"Engine. " Kim re.\ponds to Allison 's nudge for help. 
"Engine. " Allison repeats tofinish her line. 
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Th is was the most common interaction where students asked for help with 
decod ing. Very rare ly  did students actual ly  oral l y  ask J-<Jr help.  Long pauses, gestures, 
and physical interactions were a l l  typical ways for students to ask for help. This 
nonverbal interaction was effective, but yet not disruptive. Their actions, al though 
si lent, conveyed to the group or another person that they needed help. The 
interactions didn ' t  take tnuch t ime and were quick and to the point. My students 
learned that i f  so1neone pauses for a whi le, po ints to a word on the paper, or nudges 
them, then that person needs help .  These smal l  nuances convey a lot of meaning 
about help in our c lassroom .  
More direct ly ,  students asked tor help b y  verbal l y  asking tor help .  
"So lets coat this cotton thread with carhon. fVhy should we do 
that? · ·  Gus asks as Thomas Edison. 
As Gus read\', Ray moves towards Amy and points to h is script .
. .  �Vhat 's this say? " he whispers. 
A my looks at his script and tells him the word- really. Ray 
readli it correctly in his line. 
Ray verball y  appeals tor help  and receives i t  from Amy. He knew that he did 
not know the word in  his upcoming l ine. He attempted to gain help betore his l ine 
came up. Ray ' s  asking for help  was effective, but more disruptive to the group t han 
the other examples. 
Al l three ways were effective and al lowed the students to receive the help that 
they needed. A lso, al l of the students who were otiered help knew that the other 
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students needed he lp  through their verbal or non-verbal interaction� in addition each 
he l per knew how to he lp  the person asking t(H he l p. 
When looking at the type of hel p  being offered in the reader's theater groups, 
i t  becan1e c l ear that th i s  type of help was the most common. l think that thi s  i s  the 
case t()r a few different reasons. First, he lp  decoding a word was the n1ost cotn tnon 
response to the interview question, how could you he lp son1eone in  the c lassroom 
who was strugg ling with reading. Typical responses inc luded the f() l lowing : 
Lookfrom little words you know in the word or read 
I he rest and go back to see (/'you know what the word is. -­
Brittany 
Teaching them to read hetter by teaching them 
strategies- dejinilely hy looking to see (f'a word ,\'Oltnd\· like 
that word. Kim 
I }VOldd ask them .first (/'they need help, then help 
them .figure it out. I would tell them to look through the word 
- Jake 
Not one student repl ied with anyth ing beyond decoding ski l l s .  This indicates 
to me that students are most comfortable he lping with decoding unknown words 
through a variety of strategies; therefore it became the most common. Secondly, th is  
type of hel p  occurred often because each student was capable of receiving thi s  type of 
hel p  and almost al l  of the students were capable o f  offering this type of help ;  i t  vvas 
not beyond the current understanding of the students within the group. Finally ,  it i s  
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the most basic, fundamental  way to help create meaning t()r the l i stener. Without 
words, phrases, or l ines there would be no script; wi th m issing words, phrases, or 
I ines there would be confusion and a lack of meaning. This type of he lp needed to 
occur in order to perf()rm the task. 
/lelp A4onitoring and Correcting.fhr l1 ccuracy 
Help monitoring and correcting for accuracy occurred much less frequently 
t han the previous two types of help .  S tudents helped others by stopping the group or 
person when someone missed a l ine ,  correcting a substitution of a word, or correcting 
t he pronunc iation o f  a word. A student would typically stop her or h is  l ine and ask 
for he lp betore attempting an unknown word or substituting and incorrect word. 
S tudents needed this he lp to read the text correctly and maintain the meaning of the 
script. This is espec ial l y  important in reader' s  theater; i ts entire purpose is to create 
and tnaintain n1eaning out o f  the script. Any miscues may greatly alter the tneaning of 
the script and confuse the l i stener. This vignette shows Kim monitoring and 
correcting Mark' s  reading. 
"flow about a candyjar? " Kim reads as she 
sug�est what a paintjar in the script may be usedfor. 
" Ok. how about this empty treasure box? " Alark 
reads as the teacher in the script. 
Giggling, Kim corrects. " Tissue box . . , 
" Tissue box! · ·  Nfark corrects his line and looks at 
Gus to continue on. 
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" f.et 's make it into a hirdfeeder. " Gus retuf.,· as the 
groupjinishes reading the ,\·cript. 
In thi s vignette, Mark substitutes the word treasure for the word tissue. This 
substitution sounds right, looks right, and makes sense. It would be very l ikely for 
Mark to continue on reading not rea l izing that he had made the substitution. Kim, 
reading along c lose ly  with the group, real izes the subst itution and corrects Mark 
before he continues on tnuch farther. He corrects the substitution and continues on 
with the task. This i tnpl ies that he understood the tniscue he made and used Kim ' s  
he lp  to se l f-correct. 
S in1i larly, thi s  next excerpt shows All ison correcting H i ll ary on a substitution. 
" fVhere are you going to take your when machine next! ' '  Kim 
asks pretending to he Orville Wright. 
" I  don 't know . . .  " Efillary replies as a child visiting.from the 
jitture. 
" vVe. vVe don 't know. " Allison corrects Hillary on her line. 
" lYe  don 't know, ·· flillary continue,\'. " Wherever it is, I 'm 
going tool " 
Hil l ary made a miscue that made sense and sounded right. Just l ike the 
previous example, i t  would be unl ike ly that Hi l lary would catch this high qual i ty 
substitution. A l l ison, reading along c losely, corrects Hi l lary in  order to be accurate 
with what is written in the script. Hi l lary corrects her substi tution and continues.  Just 
as Mark understood his miscue, demonstrated by repeating it and then continuing on, 
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l l i l lary does too. I l i l lary was able to take A l l ison's  he lp and then rnonitor and correct 
her reading for accuracy. To me, that means that she was ab le to understand the hel p  
that was being offered. Both men1bers o f  the interaction understood the substi tution 
that was made and how to fix it . 
In  contrast to the previous ex'-unples, here we see Amy o ffering Sal ly  help 
monitoring and correcting for accuracy. The difference in this example i s  that Sal ly 
never corrects her m i scue . 
. .  You . . .  seem . . . . \'0 . . .  " Sally reads throurth her lines. 
"Sure. " i lmy continues to help Sally read her lines. 
" That you can perfect . . .  " Sally continues attempting to 
read the rest qj'her line. She read'> the word 'pe�fect ' as 
meaning something that i.r.,· .flawless or ideal, not the vvay it is 
supposed to be said a.r.,· 'perfect ' as in that it can he achieved. 
" That you can perfect the electric light ' ·' Amy reads the 
word correctly and continues on to model the rest qj'Sally 's 
line. The group continues on with the next person reading the 
next line. 
Although Sal ly  spent a great deal of t ime and energy i n  order to navigate 
through the text and decode the words, Amy could not let the i ncorrect reading of the 
word "perfect' go uncorrected because i t  greatly  h indered the meaning of the script .  
Sally' s  subst i tution looks right, but does not sound right or make sense. Sal ly never 
corrects her m ispronunciat ion, nor does she ever attempt to finish her l ine 
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i ndependently. Th is  impl ies that she does not understand the miscue that was made or 
the help that she was receiving. The fo l lowing t i tnes this group practiced this script, 
/\my read the l ine with the proper pronunc iation each t ime betore Sal ly even had the 
chance to read it incorrectly. Atny understood that Sal ly did not yet control that 
aspect of reading and would need significant he lp maintaining the tneaning of  the text 
as wel l  as reading her l ines. Perhaps this  is because Amy saw that she did not correct 
the original error and that indicated to Amy that Sal ly  didn ' t  understand. Sal ly  never 
practiced this pronunciation or even attempted to say i t  ditTerently at alL as we have 
seen in the other exmnples. Atny saw this and assumed it must be something that 
Sal ly  could do not i ndependently .  She was ri ght; this higher leve l reading behavior i s  
not something that Sa lly has control over yet; nor do I bel ieve that Sal ly  understands 
t hat the word ' perfect' can be read in two different ways. The -word perfect, as she 
read it, i s  in  her oral vocabulary; but the word perfect, pronounced as i t  should be in  
the script, is not. Atny' s  helping in  this regard i s  strictly related to  1naintaining the 
purpose of the task, to create meaning out of the script. As seen before, in our 
learning community we help  when someone needs help. Amy helped Sal ly each time 
because she knew that she would need help. 
In  the above examples, we saw different ways in which students offered and 
received help with monitoring and self-correcting tor accuracy .  S tudents who needed 
this type of help  needed it for two distinct reasons; either they did not realize they 
were making an error or they were unable to understand the error they were making. 
For this tirst case, Mark makes a substitution in  one of the fol lowing skits. His  
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substitution tnakes sense, sounds right, and looks right. His  miscue did not drastical ly  
change the  meaning o f  the script or  was so  outlandish it would never have ti t in the 
script in the tirst place .  Mark j ust simply needed help monitoring his reading because 
h is  substitution was so s imi lar to the actual text. His  quick, pro ticient network o f  
reading strategies produced a high qual ity n1iscue that did not signal to Mark that 
there was a problem. On the other hand, Sal l y ' s  rni scue does not sound right or tnake 
sense, but within i n  her zone of deve lopment, she i s  unable to monitor the 
mispronunciation on her own. S he needs help  tnonitoring and correcting for a 
di fferent reason, she does not yet control the difterent pronunciations of this word� 
Sal ly would be unable to monitor her own reading in  order to signal to herse lf  that her 
reading did not sound right or make sense. A l l  of the students in these vignettes 
needed hel p  monitoring and correcting for accuracy, but tor very different reasons. 
!felp A4onitoring and Correcting/or Fluency 
Fol lowing along on this continuum of  helping behavior, tnonitoring and 
correcting for tluency occurred, but much less frequently .  The fact  that it happened as 
often as it did, I think, directly  relates to the task.  Very rarely  do I hear students 
correct other students tor proper t1uency in other s ituations; l think that i t  occurred 
here due to the purpose of the reader' s  theater groups. Their reading of the scrip t  
needed to  hel p  an audience create meaning. Helping with tluency happened when the 
readers involved both control led the needed reading behaviors to understand and 
correct t1uency.  Only the most proficient readers were a part of these interactions 
pertaining to t1uency; more specifically,  with the exception of one interaction, it 
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always occurred with the o lder friend being the person to oftcr help. I le lp  with 
lluency fel l  into two tnain themes; he lp with pausing and he lp with expression. This 
next excerpt looks at how Amy helps Mark with pausing. 
"Straw, hils qf 'woods. even hair.from a man 's heard! " 
Ray, playing one qf'Edison 's assistants, talks about some (�l 
I he thousand things they have tried to use as a conductorjhr 
the light bulb. 
" Time is running out people! Will . . .  " /'vfark responds 
with the next line. 
" No, no ' '  A my moves .fhrward towards Afark to help 
him read the line correctly. " It 's like, time is running out. 
People . . .  " 
" Time is running out. People will laugh at us on 
December 3 l s1• ' '  Mark continues on with the line while ilmy 
moves back to her spot. 
This snippet from one of the reader' s theater groups helps highlight how the 
students help  monitor each other ' s  reading for proper pausing. Amy, described 
before, an o lder fri end and the highest reader in  the class, realized that Mark' s reading 
of the script would conthse the l isteners. S he knew that i t  needed to be corrected in 
order to maintain the purpose of the reader ' s  theater groups, reading a script so that an 
audience could understand. She modeled for Mark and then he made his own attempt. 
The group continued and when Mark came to that spot again in future readings, he 
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read the phrase wi th the correct  pausing. i\rny was able to correct and tnodel the 
correc t  pausing, and Mark was able to tix it and then continuous ly apply  it i n  future 
reading. This interaction was successfu l  because both readers understood the purpose 
o f  the task, but beyond that, they both understood this complex reading behavior. 
The other aspect o f  t1uency that students helped with was reading with 
expression. For reader ' s  theater, emphasis and intonation are important aspects of  the 
task. Reading a particu lar word or phrase with improper intonation could great ly 
affect  the meaning o f  the script .  The fol lowing is an interaction between Jarnie, a very 
strong reader as an older friend, and Ian, a strong reader as a younger friend. 
" It 's afhx. " fan reads with the emphasis on the word 
j(Jx ·, hut the intonation and expre.vsion does not help the 
listener understand that fan is happy to be answering a 
questionfrom his teacher. 
Jamie whispers, "fan. Like. like " it 's a . . .  " Ray, 
another student in the group, starts reading his line. Jamie. 
not wanting to disrupt the group, continues to mouth the rest 
(?{the sentence showing the excitement on herface and 
I hrough her hands waving through the air. 
The next day, Jamie tries to remind Ian qf'their 
conversation that took place the previous day on reading the 
line with expression. " fan, remember, it 's a fox! It 's a .fhx! · ·  
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This interaction, just l ike the previous interaction between Mark and Amy, 
occurred between two students who were deve lopmentally ready to have this 
conversation about t1uency. Jmnie knew that lan,  although a younger friend, would be 
able to take her he lp, understand it, and apply it to future readings. Other students in  
Jamie ' s  group over t he tive week study made simi lar errors, bu t  she d id  not correct  
them. For exam ple, Ray makes an error in tluency, spec ifical ly pausing. Al though 
th is  is  a different type o f  error in  tluency, i t  i s  very similar and requires simi lar ski l l s  
and abi l it ies. Jamie tnakes no effort t o  correct i t  even though she previous ly corrected 
Ian for a simi lar t1uency mistake. 
" Can we talk ahout camels? Look at the picture q( 
I his one! " fan reads his line as one of' the students. 
" !t 's my turn! It has a long winter coat and it 
hwnp:·; . . . " Ray reading his line. taking a long pause here at 
1 he incorrect spot. 
" Ohhh. . . .  " Jamie can 't stop giggling and looking at 
Ray. 
"Stand :·;traight up. Camels live in hot and cold 
deserts. · ·  Ray read"i the rest qf'the line and the group 
continues on. 
Ray' s  error in pausing does not make sense or sound right in the story. It 
great ly changes the meaning of the script. Jamie' s giggling indicated that she 
understood the error that Ray made. Ray, even with Jamie ' s  giggling, did not reali ze 
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an error was tnade. Even i f  Jamie provided help, l don ' t  think Ray would have been 
able to understand or adapt his reading based on the help. Ei ther Jmnie knew this or 
did not want to have the conversation on what the error was. Ei ther way, tor whatever 
reason, she d idn' t correct i t  even though i t  impacted the meaning. 
Once again, this l inks bac k  to the person offering and receiving help both 
were able to understand the help  being offered. The way that Jamie chose when to 
intervene and he lp is truly based on percept ions. It re tlects not only her perception o f  
hersel f  as a reader and teacher within our classrootn, but also the perception she has 
of the other student as a reader and learner within our c lassroom. When she attempts 
to help another c lassmate, she views that student as a capable reader and profi cient 
enough to understand the help the she can give. For exarnp le, Jmnie helps Ian correct 
his reading t(Jr better t1uency. This interaction reveals that Jan1ie fel t  that she and Ian 
were strong enough readers to understand this aspect of  t1uency; viewing  both her and 
Ian as proticient readers. In contrast ,  Jamie does not help Ray with h is  t1uency error; 
viewing him as a less capable reader. Arty s i tuation that involves students helping one 
another re tlects many different perceptions. First, the person offering help must have 
positive perceptions of his or herself as a reader. Second, the person must also have a 
positive percept ion of the person that he or she i s  help ing. The person offering help  
tnust  bel ieve that the person receiving help  is  able use and understand t he help  and 
therefore benefi t  from the interaction. Our mult iage c lassroom does not only shape 
perceptions about oneself as a reader, but also perceptions of one another. 
43 
I Ielp l'vfaintaining the Task 
The tinaL and n1ost con1pl icated, type of he lp  dealt with re focusing the group 
to read the script and practice it rnore than once. This type of help occurred frequent ly  
over the course of  the study and within each  session. Although a l l  o f  the students 
needed redirection, re1ninders, or gestures to get back on task, ahnost al l of the help  
doing so cmne frmn the o lder t·i·iends. Let ' s  look at  how Mark helped redirect the 
group to get back to practicing the script correctly. 
" Nah, let ·.�.,·just throw il all away. JYhat 's the big deal 
about trash? " ,\,;{ark read� his line. 
" The lan((fills that hold our trash get . fit! I. Ya. like 
hahy! " Gus read his line, doing a little irnprovisation at the 
end 
.. Does it say it " l'vfark asks lookingfrantically hack 
andforth between his script and Gus · script. He is very 
con.fitsed and concernedfor the task. 
" No ! " Kim laughs. 
" Then just go. Don 't say that! ' '  Mark tells Gavin and 
the group continues the script as written. 
tiere is another example of how Mark and Allison attempt to 
get Amy to stop contusing the group and getting them otf task. 
" Oh my turn! Thomas you were . . .  " Ray starts to 
read his line correctly. 
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" It 's 111-omas! "  Amy chimes in, pronouncing 
Thomas incorrectly and laughing. 
" I  said Thomas. " Ray replies beginning to he 
ji·ustrated. 
" It ·,\' Th-omas! " �A my repeats. "L ike Th-omas 
Jejf'erson. " 
Aiark turns to Amy, " ( Jk. You just wony about 
yourse(j.' " 
"Just say Thomas. " Gus tells Ray shaking his head 
up and down. 
The group continues on reading the lines and the 
name Thomas correctly, but A my doesn 't stop the 
inappropriate behavior. 
"A .few weeks later. Edison is still in his lab. Finally 
he has a breakthrough! Da. da. da. daa! · · Amy sings, 
improvising the la<'·;t part qj'the line. 
�lllhs·on turns around and whLspers, "Stop it! ·' ' 
In  the previous two examples, Mark and A ll ison were able to divide thei r  
attention between reading the script and monitoring the task. They had to  stop reading 
along with the text, take their eyes away from the place on the page, and then deal 
with the situation of getting the group back on task. This is a very complex behavior 
and required a proficient network of reading and thinking strategies to read the script 
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so that more attention can be freed to help others stay on task.  Many of  the younger 
friends were often unaware o f  o ff task behavior because so much o f  their attention 
was put into fo l lowing the script and decoding. Th is  type of help was tnostly l imited 
to the older friends for this reason and a tew others. Besides the cornplex network o f  
reading strategies, the o lder ti·iends are simply another year o lder and tnore mature. 
My older students tend to be more focused and attentive in learning s ituations . 
Throughout our reader' s  theater groups, the older friends fo l lowed along c lose ly with  
the script and helped the group stay on task .  Their attention, focus, and maturity 
al lowed them to he lp rnaintain the task better. The o lder triends have another distinc t  
advantage that i s  unre lated to  reading abi l ity or maturity . The o lder students have a 
whole other year o f  experience in  our c lassrootn. They know my expectations of 
group work and instructional t ime. I t 's  not that the younger friends don' t  know what 
it looks l ike, sounds l ike, and feels  like to work appropriately  during reader' s theater 
groups� but the o lder friends have more experience and guidance with appropriate 
behavior and expectations in  reader' s  theater groups. They have seen what happens 
when expectations are and are not fol lowed within the group. They have a better 
understanding of our classroom and tny expectations. I think that these three factors 
great ly impacted why o lder friends were the only students to help  main tain the task .  
Somehow, Everyone Helped 
Al l students fel t  that they could help  another member of our learning 
community. Often in  my primary classroom, students think that they can do a lot of 
things that don ' t  quite come to l ife in the way that they thought. I was very surprised 
46 
lo see thei r actions match their words. Every student in  some way, at sorne po int 
helped another student with ei ther a l i teracy behavior or an on-task behavior. To me, 
that means that each student perceives him or hersel f  as a capable reader in h is  or her 
own way. To take a ri sk and help  a peer in the group shows that you are sel f  confident 
as a reader, as a teacher, and as a valuab le metnber of our learning com1nuni ty . 
Ch i ldren valued themselves and the knowledge they possessed in such a way that 
they felt  another student could bene tit from their help. That is an extremely powerful 
view of onese l f. 
Now, not al l students could help  in the same ways; a lot of  the types o f  help  
re lated to what reading ski l l s, abi l it ies, and strategies each individual ch i ld  contro l led. 
I originally thought that ' s what mattered- what ski l ls the chi ld  had and how smne 
must teel badly because they were at such drastically di fferent levels .  My students 
helped me understand that the act of helping another student in the c lass really  
represents a student' s  perception of oneself as a reader, learner, and teac her, not j ust  
the l iteracy ski l l s  they can help with. Each student' s  interview response to how to 
hel p  a c lassmate and the i r  actions matched up. 
lfow lo lfelp 
Although all students were able to give help somehow, the way that they 
offered help varied greatly. There were very few distinctions between the type of help  
older friends and younger friends offered; most he lp  related to reading abi l ity. 
However, the way that o lder friends and younger friends offered help  looked very 
di tlerent. Specifical ly, the difference i n  proximity and volume varied great ly .  This 
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v ignette re tlects the varying ways that o lder friends and younger friends offer help .  
A l l i son, an o lder friend, i s  attempting to ofter Sal ly help. She is unable to tnove near 
Sal ly, so she is trying to swi tch p laces with Ian, who is a younger tl·iend. 
, ls Sally tries to read her lines. Ian and "· l llison are 
/tying to help. Allison is doing most qf'the helping, hut Ian is 
the do.,.,·est. ,)'ally struggles through her line, " �Vhat are 
gliders '! " Allison. realizing that S'ally needs some more 
support. starts to ask Ian ?/'she can move toward\· S'ally. She 
covers herj(tce with the paper and whispers and points to 
Sally and then hack to herse(l The rest (�/'the group 
continues on without noticing. Ian and A llison continue this 
conversation in hetween reading lines and continuing to help 
Sally. 
For Al l ison to otter help, she needed to move near the person who she i s  
trying to  help .  It was common for older friends to move near the people they were 
helping. The younger friends would just  help from where they were and yel l  to the 
person, even if it was across the group. The following sections highl ight these 
differences further. 
Younger Friends 
One of the main differences in  how the o lder friends and younger friends 
o tlered help was in volume. The younger friends ·were much louder when helping. 
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O ften times� the younger friends would l i teral ly ye l l  across the group in order to o ffer 
help .  Here an ex:.unple of a younger friend oftering help. 
" Let 's make it into a birclfeeder! " Gus read\' his line. 
Kim asks whose turn it is. Gus ' line continues, but he 
is unaware .vince hejlljJped to the wrong page. 
" You 're on the wrong page! " Lorie yells across .fi·om 
the other side q{the group. /-;he is pointing to the correct line 
on her script. 
L,orie offers Gus he lp  with navigating the text. She is able to offer help 
because she understood the task as wel l  as the related l i teracy behaviors. This type o f  
hel p was very con1mon amongst older and younger friends. The way in  which she 
o ftered help was unique to the younger friends. Lorie' s  yel l ing across the group was 
loud and distracting. Her disruptive way of o ffering help was extremely typ ical o f  
younger triends. They would ye l l  across the group or Hail their papers around to show 
the correct spot. They made no effort to tnove toward the person in order to help rnore 
effectively.  The younger triends always remained in the same spot when they were 
offering help, no matter whom they were helping or where that person was . 
Even when the younger friends offered help to a neighbor, the younger friends 
were sti l l  loud. They would talk loudly, grab papers, and even their whispers were 
l ike raspy shouts. The younger friend ' s  way of helping was muc h  less conducive to 
the task and, at some points, was even embarrassing. It took the group ' s  attention 
away from the task. I t  stopped the entire group' s  work and made it hard for the group 
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to continue on whi le  the younger friend was o tfering he lp .  It also high l ighted 
someone who was not do ing sotnething correct ly. Due to the vo lume, the ent ire group 
was made aware o f  the tact th'-it smneone needed help  and was unable to complete the 
task accurately. Thi s  was embarrassing to watch, let alone be a part of. At certain 
points, t he tone and volume of the younger fri ends contained l i tt le empathy and 
compassion tor the person receiving help. The younger friend ' s  hel p  was effective i n  
terms of  helping with a particular ski l l ;  however, i t  was not e ffective i n  promoting the 
task or pos i tive interactions within the group. 
Older Friends· 
This  way of  hel p ing differs greatly from the way i n  which we saw the older 
fri ends offer help .  This excerpt shows two older triends, A l l ison and H i l lary, quiet ly 
oftering help  to a younger tri end. 
" Its . . .  Is . . .  the . . .  " Sally starts to read her line. She 
pauses .fbr a lvhile. 
Allison. standing next to Sally, leans in closely and 
�vhispers so quietly that you can barely hear her, " when. . .  
machine. ' ·' 
" Is the when machine . . .  · ·  Sally makes a second 
attempt at her line again. 
lfillary, two people awayfrom Sally, leans in across 
the group to get closer to Sally. She whispers the rest of her 
line quietly to Sally, "ready ". 
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" Reac�v. " ,)'ally repeats . .finishing her line. 
Th is is one o f  the many examples on how o lder friends offered help Juring the 
reader' s theater groups. A l l ison and H i l lary are able to oftcr Sal ly  help and Sal ly is  
ab le  to receive hel p  because a l l  three are able to understand the task and the l iteracy 
behavior. This was not an uncotntnon type of help .  The way that Al l ison and H i l lary 
o ffered hel p  to Sarah is intriguing. 
Throughout the study, I saw older friends o ffering help  quiet ly and without 
dis tracting the who le group.  Often times r couldn � t  even hear the o lder friends when 
they were o ffering help. Just as in the example above, A l l i son and Hi l lary were 
almost inaudible �  l only knew that they were offeri ng help  because [ could see them 
moving around and talking. Other t imes, the o lder friends would whisper to o thers 
when they offered help.  Very rarely did an o lder friend ye l l  or even talk normall y  to 
another student in the group when offering help. The hel p  was quiet, respectful ,  and 
discrete . In order to cont inue this quiet way of hel ping, older fri ends often moved in  
order to  o tler help .  They would tnove toward or next to  the person who needed help.  
The o lder friends keep a c lose proximity to those who they are trying to help .  The 
only t ime an o lder fri end o tlered hel p  loudly or in  front of the group was when i t  
dealt  with managing  the task ,  and i t  usual ly  appl ied to more than one person or  the 
whole group. The o lder friends could distinguish when personalized help was 
appropriate for individual ski l l s  and when multiple people needed the same type of 
help .  
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The quiet nature o f  the older friends retlects our learning community. l wi l l  
typical ly  ask o lder friends to  help, especial l y  towards the beginning of the year. They 
know the expectations, routines, and content that they younger friends have yet to 
cotnpletely  contro l .  [ have structured how to offer help  respectful ly and quiet ly. [ ask 
them to go help  other students by sending them off to a quiet p lace to work or having 
them go over to the student to help .  I would never al low or accept an older fri end 
offering help by yelling across the room or helping across the table ;  just as when I 
offer individual help, I go to the person to help .  The older friends have internalized 
this behavior and now app ly i t  to other helping situations. Specificall y, in the reader' s 
theater groups, the older friends offered help in a way that did not disrupt the group or 
call attention to the person that they were helping. 
Looking back at the opening vignette for this section, it is c lear that the o lder 
friends and younger friends have very different ways of offering help.  Ian could not 
understand vvhy Al lison would need or want to move c loser to Sal ly. In his mind, as a 
younger friend, Allison should just hel p  Sall y  from where she was currently standing. 
He could not understand that being c loser might help more effectively. The confusion 
and discussion between A l lison and Ian ret1ect the differences in the ways that o lder 
friends and younger friends deem it appropriate to offer help. 
!!ow Do We Learn flow to Help? 
The previous two sections of this  chapter look at types o f  help and how he lp  
was otfered. Definite patterns started to  emerge rel ated to  the topic of helping. It was 
c lear the types and ways in which students were offering help .  The c lear patterns that 
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ctnerged caused me to wonder and explore further why older friends helped in a 
quieter way, why students helped i f  it impacted meaning or the task, and how students 
knew when the i r  help would be e f ective or not. l turned to the routines and structures 
o f  our learn ing cotntnunity, as wel l  as the student interviews, to explore these 
wanderings htrther. [ started to see that students developed norms and standards for 
helping through model ing, structure and routine, and experience. 
A lode ling 
One of  the tnain ways in which students learn when, where, and how to hel p  i s  
through tnodel ing. l spent a lot of t in1e throughout the year structuring situations t(1r 
students to o ffer and rece ive help.  I see a l l  o f  my students as valuable resources, 
especial ly rny o lder friends. They o ften become mini-extensions of  1nysel f� helping i n  
s imi lar ways, tones, and mannerisms. I can see myself within their helping si tuat ions 
because I have spent a great deal of  t i tne model ing to students various ways to hel p .  
I do a l o t  o f  model ing with the older friends especially at the beginning o f  the 
year. I ' l l model routines, expectations, or new learning experiences to both o lder and 
younger triends. Then I ' l l send the new students o ff with an older friend as a buddy to 
hel p  them practice those routines. S ince the o lder friends already have experienced 
these classroom rituals, they can offer help to the new younger fri ends. I expect the 
o lder triends to extend t he younger friends ' learning through the help  that they 
provide ;  offering feedback, suggestions, and positive reinforcement is imperative. I 
often see the o lder fri ends mim icking me, helping in  the same ways that I have 
modeled. The older friends take on my p hrases, intonation, and questioning 
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techniques and I see seeing then1 becorning rnore independent and se l f  confident, in 
regard to helping, through tny model ing and scaffolding. 
Sometin1es these helping s i tuations don � t  go as perfectly as described above, 
either due to the older fri end offering he lp  or the younger friend receiving help. I have 
had to interject  tnyse l f  into groups where the o lder friend is  otiering ineffective help, 
where no he lp i s  being offered, or where the s i tuation is  not hel pful to e ither the 
younger or o lder friend. In those cases, l go over and retlect upon the interaction with 
the younger and o lder friends, tocusing about how wel l  they think it i s  going, how 
they are fee l ing, and how they might make i t  work better. If that does not yield a 
posit ive helping experience, I wi l l  actual ly take the place o f  the younger friend or 
older friend that is  not cooperating or helping e ffectively and model what the 
appropriate action would look l ike. My mode l ing, feedback, and monitoring is  not 
l i 1ni ted to j ust the beginning of the year; it continues throughout the year and in all 
i nteractions. These interactions are rich opportunities for students to learn about help. 
[n addition to myself  as a 1nodel ,  the older friends had another effective set of 
ro le mode l s  tor offering help; last year, they had an entire c lass of  older fri ends when 
they were younger friends .  The o lder friends have learned how to help through 
interaction with their o lder peers last year. As previous younger friends, my new 
older fri ends have been able to receive help trom their older peers. I th ink that it i s  
much less i nt imidat ing t o  follow the model that is  set torth by  their peers than to 
fol low in my footsteps. The current o lder friends were able to take on the 
characteristics and mannerisms of the previous o lder friends through their interactions 
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last year. Unfortunate ly, our kindergarten c lass is a traditionaL s ingle graded 
c lassroom� therefore did not a l low for tny current lirst grade age students to have had 
a positive o lder peer intluence on thei r  helping behavior. 
The o lder friends have a tremendous impact on tny c lassroom and, more 
general ly, within a lot o f  tnultiage c lassrooms. Having an extra year of model ing and 
experience with me and o lder peers proved to be effective� the o lder friends were 
much more effecti ve he lpers than the younger friends. Although all students have had 
a lot  of opportunit ies to observe how to hel p, n1ost of my time, resources, and 
learning situations have been structured to aid in developing strategies and ski l l s  for 
older friends to offer hel p  and for younger friends to receive he lp effectively and 
respectful ly .  
Structures and Routines 
Beyond tnodel ing, another key component to how members of our learning 
comn1unity learn how to help revolves around the structures and routines that I have 
set in p lace .  I value each member of our learning community and try to convey that 
to students through the structures and routines that I have in p lace. For exampl e, I 
require students to go to each other for help before they come to me and [ structure 
my l iteracy centers so that students have peers they can go to for help. These 
structures and routines place value and emphasis  on student help  within the 
c lassroom. 
A fami liar saying in my classroom is ' three before me' . I teach students how 
to help appropriately  through this phrase.  When I am busy or working with students 
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i ndividual ly or  in a srnal l  group, my students know to go ask three friends who they 
think can he l p  betore coming to me. This rule spec i tically appl ied to reader' s 
workshop, but now is general ized to al l parts o f  the day. We have spent a great deal 
of t i rne exploring what this might look l ike, sound l i ke, and fee l  l i ke within reader' s 
workshop. Additionally, time was spent discussing and role p laying how to l ook tor 
someone who i s  a lready f(Jl lowing the directions or looks l ike they might know what 
to do. Students real ly respect this rule and try to l ive by it . It i s  evident by the 
interviews. Most students rep l ied that they would come to me tor help, but if I was 
busy then they would try someone in the c lass. For example, Al l ison said that she 
would cmne to tne tirst, but if I was busy or with a group, then she could go to Jmnie  
or Arny. S imi lar responses came from rnultiple other students. Going to  other students 
i n  the c lass is not sotnething that happens by chance� it is bui l t  into the routines and 
culture of the c lassroom through the ' three before 1ne '  rule of the c lassroom. 
ln addition to the' three before me' , how I structure our l iteracy centers also 
plays a significant role in how students learn to help. I desi gned tny literacy center 
groups to be a heterogeneous grouping of students; allowing students of different 
grade levels  and reading abilities to intermix to practice and reinforce skil ls 
independently or with a buddy. I chose this particular grouping so that students would 
be able to help each other. Having students of different abi l ities, knowledge, and 
skil ls  fosters greater development and a helping atmosphere. Prior to starting our 
l i teracy centers, we talked a great deal about how other students i n  our group could be 
a valuable resource during l iteracy centers. The ways that we thought their group 
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members could he lp  ranged fr01n he lp  with the technology at the center, help with the 
directions or task at the center, he lp  wi th solving a problem with reading or o therwise, 
a buddy to work with, and many more .  The type of help  was not l imited to just help  
wi th reading or comprehending; I th ink that is why many students indicated to rne 
during the interviews that they could go to anyone in their l i teracy center group for 
hel p. For example, A l l ison said that she could go to any o f  the three people i n  her 
l i teracy center group because they were all working on the same things. S imi l arly, 
Jake said that he would go to any of the members in  his group because they al l would 
know how to help. Thi s  grouping of students is  j ust one of tnany structures in my 
c lassroom that helps develop helping ski l l s  and strategies for students within our 
learning comn1unity. 'They are ab le to fee l  comfortable and effective at o ffering and 
receiving help in t heir particular groups and start to generalize that to other situations. 
It val idates that all students are able to help  and can be a valuable resource in our 
c lassroorn. 
These structures and routines have turned seeking out, receiving, and offering 
hel p  into an integral part of  the day; they almost make i t  a required and needed aspect 
of our learning community. I have set up these s ituations to allow students to see 
themselves and others as powerful resources within the classroom. To offer or receive 
hel p  becomes almost intrinsic vvithin our classroom because of them. 
Experience 
The final way in which students develop norms and standards for helping is 
purely  through experience. Students gain ski lls ,  knowledge, and strategies on offering 
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and receiving he lp through actual helping interactions. The i r  previous acadetnic and 
helping experiences both aid i n  deve loping and understanding o f  o ffering and 
receiving he lp  in our learning community .  Both pieces work together in order to 
effectively offer and rece ive help.  
In  order to o ffer or receive hel p, students need to have experiences or have 
developed the academic ski l ls ,  knowledge, and content. For students to be able to 
offer help to another student, they tnust understand what they are helping wi th. As the 
li rst sections high l ighted, only some students were developmental l y  ready to o ffer 
smne of  the more advanced help  l ike monitoring and correcting for tluency or 
accuracy or help with maintaining the task. The person o ftering hel p  with monitoring 
and correcting for tl uency needed to possess the ski l ls and knowledge to recognize 
there was a tniscue and then to help  tix i t .  The same i s  true for other types of help�  the 
person offering he lp needed to possess the ski l l s, content, and knowledge in order to 
help .  
A second important point on having previous experience for offering and 
receiving hel p  ties into the experiences of receiving help .  The person receiving help  
needs to  understand the sk i l ls ,  knowledge, and content related to the task and hel p  
too. A hel ping situation where the person receiving help  does not understand the hel p  
they are getting would not be  helpfu l  o r  effective. The tirst section highl ighted both 
cases, where the person receiving help understood and did not understand the ski l ls ,  
knowledge, and content to receive help .  The first was much more effective. S tudents 
possessing the needed skil ls ,  knowledge, and content grew and developed out of the 
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interaction� working within the known makes receiving help  1nore appropriate within 
our learning community. 
These two points are important and integral to how offering and receiving 
help  is developed within our classroom. When l have students seek out he lp, I direct 
them to tind someone who they think can help.  They have to make a determination on 
who they think can help them. Their perceptions of their own and other ski l l s ,  
content, and knowledge cmnes into play. [ o ffer suggestions o f  people or qualities 
that many be helpfu l ;  I think that students generalize these conversations and are 
thoughtfu l  about who they go to tor help. S imi larly, [ think that students pick up on 
who and what I help with .  They retlected how I would help in the reader' s theater 
group; the o lder friends especial ly, offered the type of help  and in the way that I 
would have. S tudents use their actual ski l ls ,  content, and knowledge as wel l  as the 
perceived ski l ls ,  content, and knowledge of others to offer and receive of  help .  
fn  addition to  academic experiences, students draw upon previous hel ping 
experiences to construct knowledge on how to offer and receive hel p  in  our l earning 
community. Each new hel ping interaction al lows al l  students involved to develop 
more ski l l s  and strategies to otTer and receive help .  More practice al lows students to 
be more effective and productive. S ince offering and receiving help are reciprocal 
processes, students can practice doing one, but also gain insight into the other. By this 
I mean that students can receive help and gain ski ll s  and strategies to receive that 
help, apply it, and learn from it . That's  not all though; students can also learn how to 
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offer help through the model ing o f  other people in the interaction. Students gain ski l l s  
and strategies for offering and rece iving he lp  in each interaction. 
With al l  of  this being said ,  it is c lear to see why the older friends have a 
dist inct  advantage. Having an extra year o f  school and in our c lassroom, they have 
had access to more model ing, tnore experiences, and have had the opportunity to 
construct tnore academic knowledge and ski l ls and strategies to offer help. The 
students in the c lass really value this addit ional expert ise and experiences. I t  is c lear 
through the students ' actions and answers to the interview questions. S tudents would 
regular ly go to o lder friends for help. Also, in the interview questions, students said 
that they would go to older friends for help .  They gave further reasons for why they 
would choose an older friend. Typical  responses included 
The olderfi'iends are able to read bigger and longer books- !vfark 
llutt the older .friends have helped before and they did a goodjob- Lorie and 
Gus 
The olderfriends have been the in classroomjiJr two years and have had a 
chance to learn more things- Allison 
Seeing the olderfriends read a lot and books that are harder than mine- Ian 
The students i n  the class value the older friends' previous academic and 
help ing experiences. 
fVhat Does This �feanjiJr Our Classroom 
The ways i n  which my students engage in offering and receiving help ret1ects 
our learning community. Our learning community has socially constructed norms and 
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standards for offering and receiv ing he lp .  We have constructed these through 
model ing, routines and structures, and experiences. How we social ly construct ways 
and types of helping is unique to our c lassroorn this year. Each of our personal 
experiences and interactions has shaped the way that we he l p  i n  our learning 
con1 1nLmity .  The di tTerence in our c lassroon1, as wel l  as other multiage c lassromns, is 
that our he lping interact ions are further shaped by previous o lder friends. Our hel ping 
behavior evo lves over t ime based on needs and the factors described above, but there 
is sti l l  always a l ink to past students s ince students stay in the c lassroon1 tor two 
years . Our current help ing behavior is shaped by the past and wi l l  impact my future 
learning communities. 
( Jn the outside qf'Socially Con.\·tructed Norms 
The previous section high l ighted how members of our c lassrootn have 
constructed nonns and standards for o tiering hel p  within our classromn. These nonns 
and standards were developed through model ing, structures and routines, and 
experiences .  S tudents gained ski l ls and strategies through t ime spent interacting in  
helping situat ions within our c lassroom. Students who do not  spend a ful l  two years 
in our c lassroom or never are at the receiving end of a helping situation are at a 
sign ificant disadvantage. Those who miss out on both almost seem out of place within 
our learning communi ty .  These students do not develop the same standards for help 
as the rest of the group. 
Last year, I had two students enter my c lassroom halfway through the year. 
Their entrance into our c lassroom came in February of their first grade year. They 
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quickly adj usted to being younger friends within our c lassroom. Even though they 
adjusted wel L  they missed out on hal f of a year of helping interactions . They both 
missed out on what i t  was l ike to be a younger friend at the beginning of the year, 
what i t  felt  l i ke to be hel ped by the older friends, what structures and routines were in 
place to aid i n  helping, and what i t  is l ike for me to assist in hel ping situation. Now 
granted, they didn ' t  m iss out on i t  completely; both students were able to be a part of 
these interactions for the last part of  the year, but not to the extent that the others in  
the c lass were ab le  to for the ful l  year. 
In addi tion to the actual t ime and experiences that these two students missed, 
J\n1y, one of the two students, missed out on helping experience in another big way. 
As d i scussed in the previous section, one of the main ways of  developing strategies 
and ski l ls  for offering help is  through receiving help. Amy came into the classroom in 
February of last year as tny highest reader, even above the o lder friends. She a 
perpetual loner  within the classroom� she i s  always receiving reading and other 
l i teracy instruction individually fron1 me. S he has had even less helping interactions 
because of this. Amy was rarely on the receiving end of any helping interaction 
because she didn ' t  usual ly need it .  On top of  that, she has had less group interactions 
than the rest  of the students in  our learning community because she is always working 
individually with me. 
Previous examples have highlighted the quiet, respectful way that o lder 
triends offer help .  They have developed strategies and skills tor help ing through 
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model ing, structures and routines, and experiences. Let ' s  look at how An1y offers 
he l p  and interacts with the other students in her group. 
" Airs. Cook hegan to ask about Kangaroos . . . Jamie readv her 
I i ne as a narrator. 
The group hegins to .flip to the next page q(the script. There is 
a lot q(conji1sion within the group as to 1;vhere the next line is . .Jamie 
tells the group that they are on page .five with student three heing the 
next speaker. 
" TYho is it'! " .� tmy yells across the group to Jamie. " lYe  are on 
page .five! · ·  /)'he continues to yell at Ray who is sitting right next to her. 
S'he snatches his paper out (?lhis hands· to get him on the right page 
and yells at him again that the group is on page .five. 
The interaction ends with A my throwing her hands up in the air 
and shaking her head. She :'l'ighs. " This is de.finitely not working! " 
An1y does not help l ike a typical o lder friend would. She is yel l i ng at t he other 
members of the group and she is physically  disrespectfu l  to Ray by grabbing the 
paper out of his hand. Her tone and manneristns are not supportive or even real ly  
helpfu l .  At this point i n  the year, I would no t  even expect my younger friends to  help 
in this way. In  the end, she is so disgusted and annoyed that i t  is not going the way 
that she wants it to that she throws her hands up in the air. This  excerpt is trom our 
first day of this research study. Amy becomes extremely  frustrated when things don ' t 
come easy to her or when she is not right the first time. This is a prime exampl e  of 
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that. Those who have deve loped the sk i l ls and strategies to o fter help have learned 
that to he l p  effective ly  they might  have to help the same person with the same type of 
hel p  tnore than once. In the rare occasions that Amy needs help ,  she can usual ly 
understand i t  r ight away. She doesn' t understand what it teel s  l ike to need mult iple 
interactions or encounters in order to understand something; therefore she cannot 
empathize with those who do. [t is not that Atny cannot ofter help, she has the 
academic ski l l s, content, and knowledge in order to do so� she j ust doesn' t offer help 
crtectively because she has not developed ski l l s  and strategies through receiving help 
frmn others. 
S imi larly, Amy doesn' t l ike to tnake mistakes or be incorrect .  She gets upset 
whether someone corrects her or not, j ust the fact that she made a n1i scue and she is  
aware o f  i t  is enough to get  her upset. 
A my reads her line as Airs. Cook. the teacher. She is very 
sarcastic and dramatic in her reading. "Let 's talk about the largest 
land animal alive, again. I don 't know what it is, but . . .  rVhat it is it. " 
/ lmelia miscues on the last part qj'the line. 
fan, the next ,\peaker starts his line. "An elephant (?l · ·  " 
Bef(Jre he can .finish his line, A my punches him in the shoulder 
and then continues to read the last part of her line correctly. 
l\1ost of the students are able to receive help correcting a miscue respectthlly 
and appropriately. Most of the students are able to self correct a miscue respectthlly 
and appropriately .  Not Amy; she actually hits Ian in order to stop him from going any 
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further so she could correct her l ine. I [er interactions in the group are o ften 
disrespect ful and inappropriate wheth�r she is helping herself or another person. This 
l inks back  to not having opportunities to be a part of helping interactions, spec i fical ly 
interactions where Arny received help, and not wanting to make a miscue. If Atny 
gets annoyed o ffering hel p  to others, then most l ikely she wi l l  think other people view 
helping in a s itni lar way. She would not want help from others and would be 
etnbarrassed to have to need i t . Plus she would not l ike to have to admi t  that she made 
a miscue or did not understand something. I think a lot of this stetns from rarely  being 
on the receiving end of a help ing interaction. 
Count: less other interactions in previous sections and throughout the research 
study highl ight Atny' s  inappropriate and disrespectfu l  way of helping. She has tnissed 
out on a lot o f  positive helping experiences to aid in her development of ski l l s  and 
strategies to (1)ffer help.  Amy is  a pritne exmnple of how knowing j ust the acaden1ic 
ski l l s, conten1t and knowledge is  not enough in  a helping interaction; a person must 
also possess the needed skil ls and strategies to offer or receive help .  
C lear patterns and themes developed out o f  the analysis o f  the data co l lected 
in this study. These themes were that students offered different types of help based on 
a variety of t�1ctors, older friends and younger friends helped in  different ways, and 
students within the learning community social l y  constructed these norms and 
standards for helping. These tindings demonstrate how students have positive 
perceptions of t hemselves and others as readers during the reader' s  theater groups. 
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These findings as related to i rnpact on the c lassroom and future research wi l l  be 
discussed further in  f'() l lowing chapter. 
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Chapter #5 
,','ummary. Conclusion, and Recommendations 
Sum mat}' and Conclusions 
The results of this study suggest that students within tny particular mult iage 
c lassroom, overal l ,  have posit ive perceptions of themselves and others as developing 
readers . The fourteen students in my classroom part ic ipated in  mult i level reader' s 
t heater groups as part o f  our balanced l iteracy program. During this research study, I 
i nterviewed each student to col lect data on perceptions, ro les and interactions within 
our n1ltltiage c lassroom, as wel l  as the structures and routines as they pertained to 
reading. The students then participated in the reader' s  theater groups twice a week for 
live weeks. The groups were either observed by me or were videotaped for future 
analysis .  Through the process of data analysis ,  themes and patterns began to emerge ; .  
spec i fical ly in the type of  help that was offered, in the way that students offered help,  
and in the ways students developed an understanding of how to help within our 
learning cmnmunity .  
The tin dings o f  th is  study provided firsthand experience into the ways that 
students social ly  construct expectations and knowledge. Throughout my educational 
career, I was exposed to the great body of work on h istorical and soci al 
constructivism by Vygotsky (Vygotsky, 1 997) and other educational researchers and 
professionals. The findings of thi s  study are consistent with the learning theories 
presented by these researchers and professionals .  Students socially constructed the 
standards and norms for helping withi n  our learning community. Within the multiage 
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structure o f  our c lassroom, the current standards and norms have also been influenced 
by the past as wel l .  
The  ways in which students o tter and receive help are a re tlection of  our 
learning corntntmi ty comprised of ti tleen, fourteen students and n1ysel f  as the teacher. 
The tift:een of us have soc ially constructed these norms and standards for offering and 
receiving help through model ing by a tnore capable peer, structures and routines, and 
experiences with our c lassroom. One of  the premises o f  social constructiv ism is that 
all individuals are act ive part icipants in the creation of knowledge and understanding 
( Mo l l ,  1 990). All ti fteen of  us were act ive participants with in our social systetn, either 
by developing and constructing tneaning from the reader ' s  theater scripts or i n  the 
ways that we offer and receive help. S tudents learn fratn social interactions with an 
expert peer or adult ( Goodtnan & Goodman, 1 990). Understanding, ski l ls ,  and 
strategies were a l l  influenced and developed throughout the experience pertaining to 
both l iteracy and helping i nteractions; the collaboration in the reader' s theater groups 
did not only promote development and mastery of  reading behaviors, but also in  the 
ways i n  which help was offered and received. 
These norms and standards for helping have also been i nfluenced by the past 
' generations' of students in  our learning community. At the onset of each new year, 
there is always a l ink to past students and therefore past practices, routines, 
understanding, and knowledge. Thi s  l ink evolves and changes as the year goes on, but 
the l ink to the past i s  always there due to the tnultiage aspect o f  our classroom. 
Students in our l earning communi ty now have been affected and infl uenced by  these 
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conceptual ideals. The cultural mediation that occurs wi thin my classroom is unique 
to multiage classrooms. S tudents are aftected by ideals and materials within our 
c lassroom that have been shaped, developed, and transtonned by previous groups o f  
students (Cole, 1 990) .  This mediation is  unique to n1ttltiage classrooms because there 
is an inherent l ink to previous years that is not present in s ingle graded classrootns.  
This  study i s  h1i rly unique within the large body of  research pertaining to 
multiage educat ion. This qualitative study on the perceptions of reading development 
within a multiage classroom fai ls  to l ink directly to another study on multiage 
education. Unt i l  very recently, researchers have tried to compare students within a 
tradit ional and multiage educational structure. The intent of this study was not to 
identify which organizational system was better; the purpose was to explore how 
students perceive themselves vvithin this environment. 
The tindings of this study do support other studies in the field of education. 
McClellan and Kinsley ( 1 997) found that students in tnultiage classrooms are more 
accepting of peers .  This can be seen through my study in  the way that students help 
others unconditionally with our learning community.  The students never 
demonstrated teasing or rude behavior when someone needed help. The students in 
our learning community value and respect each other and their interactions ret1ect 
that. 
Limitations . 
A few l imitations regarding my study should be considered. F i rst, the definition and 
implementation  of a mult iage program can vary greatly and represent many different 
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classrooms and educational programs. fn the most basic form� a multiage classro01n 
consists of students spanning at least two grade levels .  The span can be two, three, or 
even more grade leve ls  in one classroom. In my c lassroom, students span two grade 
levels, tirst and second grade. My students, being of different grades and ages, 
inherently bring a wide variety of experiences, knowledge, and abil it ies to our 
c lassroom. A classrootn that spans more than two grade levels  would o ffer even more 
d ivers i ty. The experiences, knowledge, and abi l i ties of a five year old are drastical ly 
di fferent than those o f  an 8 year o ld.  This  increased discrepancy of  experiences, 
knowledge, and abi l i ties might further affect the way in which students offer and 
receive help. Having a n1iddle grade or age rnigh t  impact the results also; by that l 
mean having students who are in  thei r  first, second, and third year in a certain 
c lassroom tnight affect how students ofter and receive help or perceive their reading 
developtnent. The findings from this study might not be consistent with a multiage 
c lassroon1 that spans three or four grade levels, nor a s ingle graded classromn for that 
matter. The findings in  this study may only be appropriate for someone teaching two 
grade levels  in a mult iage sett ing. 
There are many reasons for the creation of multiage classrootns; some are by 
choice and others by need. Sometimes famil ies are torced to send students to a 
multiage school or other t imes fami lies have the cho ice to enrol l  their chi ld i n  that 
setting. The support of administrators, fami l ies, and other teachers is imperative to a 
successful  multiage c lassroom or program. I am tortunate to have voluntarily 
embarked on my teac hing career in  a multiage classroom with supportive famil ies,  
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coworkers, and administrators . The schoo l where [ teach is a mul tiage school o f  
cho ice created by  facul ty and staff who share a comtnon phi losophy that multiage 
education is most bene tic ial for students. The tindings in this  study may not be 
appropriate for teachers, students, or learning communities acting under other 
c i rcumstances and condi tions. The wi l l ingness of participants, resources, and support 
may greatly  i tnpact the findings of thi s study. The premise of  the study is based on  
soc ial constructivism., the environment o f  any other multiage c lassroom or progran1 
may drastical ly alter any tindings from th i s  study. 
The study examined reader' s theater as one tnultiage grouping within the 
realm of reading and the larger academic day. Therefore this study is l imited to 
hel ping interactions pertaining to on aspect of reading. This study does not take i nto 
account additional groupings or interactions during  other areas of reading, l iteracy, or 
any other content area. Examining one portion of the larger reading instruction that 
takes p lace within  our learning community may not be enough to conclude that 
students have positive perceptions of themselves and others as developing readers. 
Our reading and l iteracy instruction incorporates a great deal more than as descri bed 
by our reader ' s  theater groups.  Although posit ive findings were found related to 
students' perceptions in this one type of multiage grouping, i t  i s  only one aspect o f  
our dai l y  l iteracy instruction and cannot represent students '  perceptions or 
development as readers. 
The final l imitation to the study reflects my role in this whole  process . As the 
teacher of the multiage c lassroom participating in the study and the researcher, [ had 
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an interesti ng and unique ro le. It was di fficult  for my students to view me in any other 
role other than their  teacher. That is not detrimental to a teacher-action research 
study; however, when starting to look at the ways in which students o ffer and receive 
hel p, my presence greatly impacts the group. While r was observing a group and 
attempting to record field notes, students tended to offer less help and appeal to others 
less frequently.  Why would they; they had tne right there ! Students would appeal to 
me f()r help even though I explained to them that my role in  the group was jus t  to 
watch .  It was hard to break the pattern and crutch of  coming to me for he lp .  The 
groups did not yield the same results and authenticity that the videotaped group did. 
My authority and ro le as their  adult  teacher skewed how and when students offered 
and received help .  It was impossible lor me to remove myself from the ro le of teacher 
and helper within the c lassroom. 
[n contrast, the students in the groups that were recorded o ffered and received 
hel p  tnore frequently.  They had to� helping each other was a necessity because of the 
purpose of the task and a lack of teacher or adult  guidance. These interactions were 
not as instructional ly  productive or the most appropriate or respectful interactions.  
The instructional  productivi ty suffered great ly .  As these students '  teacher, I would 
have prompted tor decoding and better t1uency. Just as any other l earning experience 
in our learning community, I want the students to learn and to help them continue to 
bui ld  their repertoire of experiences, knowledge, and abi l i ties. I saw many great 
teaching opportunities that I could have capi tali zed on, but was not abl e  to in my role  
as researcher of thi s  study. In  terms of l iteracy development, these grouping without 
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my Jirect guidance lackeJ rigor. Also,  there were t i rnes where the stuJent interactions 
were Jisrespectab le or inappropriate . Once again, as a teacher, I would have 
intervened in order to tl1ci l itate the interaction. I n  either situation, one o f  tny roles 
suffered due to the nature of  the study. I t  was not detrimental to the study, but it did 
impact the learning community and findings in  a unique way. 
The detinition and itnpletnentation o f  multiage education, the narrow tocus o f  
this study, and my  role a s  a teacher and researcher may have intluenced the tindings 
of this study. 
Recommendations/or Future Research 
These l imitations should be considered when planning tor future related 
research studies. There is a need for more qual itative studies so that researchers can 
start to look tor thetnes and patterns across the body of research .  I n  order to do that ,  a 
c lear detinition o f  multiage education needs to be developed. Researchers need to 
ful l y  describe the multiage l earning environment so that themes and patterns can be 
viewed across similar classrooms and educational programs. Firming up the 
detinition of multiage education or at least providing a rich description of the 
c lassroom would be powerful and important to the developing body of research .  
I n  terms of extending the tindings of this  study, it i s  in1portant to conduct 
simi lar studies in order to generalize patterns and themes across different c lassrooms, 
ages,  and multiage programs.  My study provides only one snapshot of my particular 
students at one given time. More studies need to be done in  order to further val idate 
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and confirm tny findings. S imi lar studies need to explore students o f  di fferent ages 
and within other acadetnic and social groupings. 
Students � ages and experiences play an important ro le in their developing 
perceptions. It wou ld be interesting to explore this study, or a simi lar one, conducted 
with older students . The way that tny students have constructed nonns and standards 
for helping within our learning con1munity could vary greatly trom that o f  o lder, 
adolescent students . This population might construct norms and standards in their 
own learning community in a very di tierent manner. The interactions and 
relationships that are developed and impacted by their mindset, etnotions, and general 
disposi tions could greatly alter the results of a simi lar study. 
In addit ion to looking at other ages or grade levels,  I would be curious to see 
the f-indings that resulted trom s imi lar studies within other academic and social 
groupings. Reader' s theater is  only one small part of our day; there are countless 
other acaden1ic and social interactions throughout the day. Looking at trends and 
patterns across academic areas may provide more rel iable results. A student might  
j ust have a particular strength in  performing reader' s  theater, but is  not as  comfortable 
with mathematics or science. I would be interested to see if helping patterns change 
or are di fferent between the two academic areas. Also, groupings and interacti ons that 
are not related to content or academics could be another variation of thi s study that 
could further validate my findings. 
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Recommendations/or !vfy Classroom 
The purpose of this study was not to make recomrnendations t()r future stud ies 
or to ti l l  a void in  the current body of research .  The purpose was to exp lore a growing 
concern and curiosi ty. Most importantly, i t  was to develop and grow as a teacher. By 
developing rny understanding o f  perceptions and interactions, I could support rny 
students more e ffectively .  The ul t imate goal is that I take action based on my 
tindings. This study enab led me to do j ust that. 
The findings from this research study have greatly shaped my understanding 
o f  the students in  our learning community. Further, this study has granted me an 
insight i nto the interactions within my classrootn. Not only did I gain insight i nto a 
student' s  perception o f  onesel t: but also of other students with in the learning 
cotnmunity. A l l  students had posi t ive perceptions of themselves and of the other 
students in  the help ing interaction. Thi s  was a posi tive and significant finding. I t  i s  
clear that the use o f  mode ling, structures and routines, as wel l  as s tudents'  personal 
experiences are effective, but I need to develop them further. 
To aid in fostering these posi t ive perceptions and interactions, three main 
aspects of my learning community need to be addressed. First, all students must 
continue to have opportunit ies to help. When students are able  to offer hel p, they fee l  
l ike valuable members and resources within our learning community. Thi s  i s  a 
powerful role within our learning community. I was surprised to tind that al l  students 
valued themselves in this way and actuall y  offered hel p  at some point during the 
study. I need to continue to hel p  younger fri ends and struggling readers tind an 
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opportuni ty to otter he lp .  These students should have the same opportunities to he l p. 
By  appeal ing to each student ' s  strength and interest, students can contribute as an 
expert and helper with in the learning comrnuni ty. I need to create opportunities where 
younger students can he lp others in the c lass with sk i l l s  and content that they have 
control over. S tructuring these opportunities wi l l  need to be wel l  thought out and an 
integral part of our c lassroom next year. Thi s  will continue to help  taster posit ive 
perceptions o f  individuals  and others. 
The second aspect of our learning cmnn1tmity that needs to be addressed is the 
amount of cross grade and abi l ity l evel interactions that occur. Currently, for reading, 
students of di fferent grade level and abi l ities to work together at l i teracy centers and 
these reader' s theater groups.  Continuing these interactions and developing others is 
i 1nperative in order to continue fostering positive student perceptions in our learning 
cotnmtmity. Working with students of different grade levels  and abilities all ows 
students to develop new strategies, perspectives, and insights that they would not 
nonnal ly access. All  students benefit trom cross grade level and ability interactions. I 
now want to take these l iteracy based findings and see if they generalize to other 
academic areas and t imes of my day. I think that these types of interactions wi l l  heip  
foster positive perceptions as  wel l .  Continuing these interactions, a s  wel l  as 
developing new opportunities tor students to work together in  reading, other l iteracy 
related activities, and across other academic areas, can only continue to support 
posit ive interactions and perceptions within  our l earning community. 
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The third aspect o f  the learning communi ty that I need to look at i s  how I 
structure l earning and helping experiences so that students who enter our c lassroom 
later in  the year� those who do not need a lot of help  or support to get through the day, 
or those who work primari ly  one on one with me, can have opportunities to 
participate in helping experience where they need to receive help .  I learned a lot from 
looking at  Atny's  interactions wi thin the group. I was surprised to see how drasticall y  
d i fferent her behaviors, ways of  helping, and general presence was from the other 
o lder friends in the group. As discussed bef()re, a lot of factors contributed to her lac k  
of respectful and e tTective help, but I think that I could have done a better j o b  o f  
structuring interactions where she needed to receive help. Whether this was upon her 
entrance into the classroom by increasing my n1odel ing, exp l ic it teaching, and 
feedback on help, pairing her with a buddy frmn an older c lass in order to receive 
help, or giving her more opportunit ies to work with her same aged peers during  
academic  sett ings. Prior to conducting and retlecting upon this study, I didn ' t  
understand the importance of  providing opportunities to o tTer assistance .  The students 
in this l earning cmnmunity have developed norms and standards for helping t hat she 
was not always a part of. I can ' t  p lace the b lmne on her; it' s  rny fault  that I did not 
provide her the opportunities to be a part of this  construction and common 
understanding. As Vygotsky indicates, the teacher needs to be the guide through 
which students actively create meaning (Vygotsky, 1 997) . I was not that guide for her 
in many ways. I have learned not only how students develop these perceptions  of 
themsel ves and one another, but also the importance of being responsive to those 
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students who are on the outside of  these socia l ly constructed norms and standards for 
he lping. For that reason alone, this research has greatly changed me as a teacher in  
whatever sett ing I might  be teaching. 
Based on the findings of this study, students in our multiage classroom have 
pos i tive perceptions o f  themselves as developing readers. 
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/\pendix A :  
Student Interview Questions 
Pseudonym :  
-----------------
1 .  Who is a good reader that you know? 
; What makes h i 1n or her a good reader? 
Date: 
3 .  How could you help someone having trouble reading? 
-------
..f .  If you were having trouble reading, whom would you go to  for he lp in  our 
classroom? V/hy? 
5 .  Pretend you are talking to a kindergartner in  our school .  How would you 
describe to a kindergarten friend what reading is l ike in our c lassroom? 
